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The Open Works project has amazing scope and ambition. 
It wants to reframe the very basis on which state and citizens 
collaborate to build resilient communities. It recognises 
that the state is a waning power in the lives of many, and 
it is seizing the opportunity to suggest that this may be no 
bad thing. The Open Works is not naïve about the implied 
risks. It recognises that the state cannot and should not 
simply withdraw from territory it once dominated, but that by 
remaining an active player it must radically redefine its role. 
Few of us experience joy, love, beauty, kinship or inspiration 
as a direct result of engagement with the state. But many of us 
are more likely to experience those things because the state 
has given us access to social goods - education, medicine and 
legal protection - that enable us to lead informed, healthy 
and safe lives.

The trick lies in how we use the state to expand these social 
goods even further, but in ways that limit its strong propensity 
to over-assert itself. For nearly all of us, our capabilities will 
grow out of and be sustained by our relationships with others. 
Our ability to form supportive communities, healthy families 
and vibrant local economies all stem from our capacity 
to trust and celebrate one another. This is a social good 
that has not, to date, been in the gift of the state. On the 
contrary, the state has been a remarkably individualising 
force, requiring those who can to compete in education, 
employment, housing and financial markets, and treating 
those who can’t as troubled ‘cases’. The costs created by 
pushing people apart have become unsustainable and so the 
case for pulling us together becomes ever more compelling. 
And yet the state cannot simply flip modes and become an 
enabler of relationships. This requires something fundamental 
and new: deep collaboration with citizens.

This challenge gets more acute as you move towards the 
hard edges of society. The language of community assets 
and participation rarely conjures images of people who are 
homeless or drug using. We are much more likely to think of 
the latter in terms of statutory or charitable intervention rather 
than civic connection. Few people who dream of a healthy 
commons imagine rubbing shoulders there with people 
whose lives have been extraordinarily different from theirs. 
We (the apparently engaged and included) hope instead that 
taxation and donation will somehow enable support services 
to ‘deal with’ people whose lives we can scarcely imagine. 
So while the state - and indeed the voluntary sector - has 
moved to protect those most excluded from communities, 
its actions have driven the wedge ever deeper.  

This is why The Open Works project matters so much to 
Lankelly Chase. If civic participation can be mobilised and 
systemised in ways that change both society and the state, 
then we start to see a light at the end of the tunnel. We start to 
see how top down can be replaced by bottom up governance, 
and not the middle down variety that is starting to prevail. 
This will only be worth it though if we avoid the perennial 
and therefore highly predictable pitfall of excluding those 
who are not considered part of any community. Civic spaces 
that are not genuinely open to everyone are not civic. Put 
more positively, spaces where people can participate free of 
social labels promise to be transformative, allowing people 
to show who they truly are. Not cases, not service users, not 
troubled individuals, but people who are able to participate 
in small acts of beauty, joy and inspiration.

Julian Corner

Foreword
Julian Corner
Chief Executive, Lankelly Chase Foundation

Lambeth Council is committed to working in partnership with 
local people to achieve the positive changes we all want to 
see in our borough. Over the last five years, we have made 
enormous changes to the council to enable this to happen. 
We have also learned a great deal about what it really means 
in practice - how the council can collaborate with residents to 
ensure that their ideas, knowledge, skills, relationships and 
time contribute to making our borough better.

In some cases, this change has meant working with local 
people on how we commission and deliver local services – for 
example through projects to get people into employment 
and our focus on supporting financial resilience among 
residents; in other cases we have explored how the council 
can work with people to make the changes in their everyday 
lives which will lead to a more sustainable future – socially, 
environmentally, economically -  for our communities. 

The Open Works was an important project for Lambeth 
in understanding how the council and residents can work 
together to  create more opportunities for all citizens to 
participate in public life and actively shape where they live 
in real and practical ways.

I’m very proud that over the past year we have helped local 
people in West Norwood turn their ideas into 20 projects, 
ranging from collaborative cooking, planting, making, sharing 
skills and even starting small enterprises – all of which were 
open to the whole community. Over 1000 local people 
participated in these activities. It is also encouraging to see 
the impact that participants have told us this has had. We 
can see in this report that through these activities people 
have come together and built new relationships. 

Through the Open Works we have therefore learned a great 
deal: firstly about how we can practically work in partnership 
with local people; and secondly about the positive impact this 
can have. There is much in this report for Lambeth – but also 
wider public services - to reflect on as we consider how we 
will tackle some of the biggest social challenges facing our 
borough, for example loneliness, poverty and poor health.  
This report and the evidence it contains is a reminder that 
it is only by working with local people, and enabling them 
to come together in new ways, that we will really make the 
difference we all want to see. 

Thank you to all who took part.

Lib Peck

Foreword
Councillor Lib Peck
Leader, Lambeth Council

Introduction



INTRODUCTION

6

INTRODUCTION

7

Lambeth Council

For the last four years Lambeth Council has been a 
Cooperative Council. The aim of the Cooperative Council is 
to build new and more equal relationships with local people, 
ensuring that citizens are at the heart of all the council’s work 
to build a stronger community and make Lambeth a better 
place to live.

Lambeth has been making a lot of changes to the way it works 
to enable this to happen in practice - from a large scale shift 
towards cooperative commissioning to smaller changes, for 
example in new staff behaviours and projects which test how 
the council can work in new ways with residents. 

An important part of the Cooperative Council ambition is to 
improve the ways that local people can actively contribute to 
making their areas, their communities and their lives better. 
Good quality and responsive services are important, but 
when it comes to building a more sustainable future - socially, 
economically and environmentally - we need to also consider 
the role that local people themselves can play.

The Open Works aimed to test these ideas, exploring whether 
new networks of local activity can benefit everyone, bring 
people together in new ways and help achieve some of the 
changes we want to see.

Civic Systems Lab

Civic Systems Lab has been researching and designing local 
innovation projects for 4 years prior to The Open Works. 
Through Hand Made, the Community Lover’s Guides and the 
Compendium for the Civic Economy a picture of a possible 
sustainable future has been emerging. We have seen an 
explosion of new citizen-led hybrid experiments in Lambeth, 
throughout the UK and across the world. Each new initiative 
adds to a body of imaginative ideas and critical lessons of 
how we, as individuals, organisations and government, can 
together create stronger local communities and economies. 
Civic Systems Lab has been working at systems level to devise 
new ways of scaling up these innovative models through 
close working relationships with citizens and institutional 
partnerships. 

Lankelly Chase Foundation

Lankelly Chase Foundation exists to bring about change that 
will transform the quality of life of people who face severe 
and multiple disadvantage. They focus particularly on the 
persistent clustering of social harms such as homelessness, 
substance misuse, mental and physical illness, extreme 
poverty, and violence and abuse. They aim to work in a 
problem solving way, supporting or promoting action based 
on a robust analysis of both the problem and its underlying 
drivers. Lankelly Chase Foundation’s fundamental goal is to 
help shift the way that people on the extreme margins are 
valued by society, so that policy, public debate and practice 
are focused on people’s capabilities and humanity.

Project partners

It’s hard to imagine how you build a city today from the top 
down. 

The time has passed when a few influential people could 
gather in a room to decide what a city will be. Instead, a city’s 
future is determined by hundreds of actions taken daily by 
thousands of people based on what they believe about a 
city’s future and their role in it.

But if our future is to be crowdsourced, we have to ask, 
“Where is the crowd?” Anyone who has ever staged a town 
hall meeting knows how difficult it is to encourage people 
out of their homes and away from their routines to participate 
in a public discussion. Civic engagement, it turns out, is very 
hard to achieve, particularly using traditional methods.

That’s why the work documented here is so exciting. It 
animates places, people and civic purpose in a way that is 
completely energising. And it recognises that inviting people 
to make and do today, as well as building for a more optimistic 
tomorrow, is the best way to do it.

I believe this is the magic of The Open Works project.  
People participated because of its appeal. And with their 
participation, they are making a new future for themselves 
and their community.

Carol Coletta

Foreword
Carol Coletta
Vice President, Community and National 
Initiatives, The Knight Foundation
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A number of new or emerging terms are used in this report.

Participation culture

We have used the term ‘participation culture’ in this report 
to describe new types of participatory projects that differ 
from current activity.

It is a new term in reference to a culture in which private 
persons (the public) do not act as consumers only, but also 
as contributors or producers. The term originates from 
the production or creation of internet media, but is often 
extended to include aspects of DIY, ‘open’ and maker culture.

The principles associated with these cultures help to describe 
and connect very broadly to the patterns we identified across 
hundreds of emerging innovative local projects which are 
described in detail in this report.  This term is not intended 
to be a fixed label, but to be used as a term of differentiation.

The commons

The commons is made up of the cultural and natural resources 
accessible to all members of a society, including natural 
materials such as air, water, and a habitable earth. These 
resources are held in common, not owned privately.

The term commons is used in this report to describe parts of 
the participatory ecology (spaces, activities etc.) that need 
to be accessible to everyone, just as parks and roads are 
currently part of our ‘urban commons’. 

Descriptions for scaling

A number of new descriptions for scaling social innovation 
work have emerged in recent years. This refinement of 
language is welcome, but for the sake of simplicity in a 
discussion of great complexity, the term scaling is used 
generically in this report to describe all types of growth. This 
includes increasing density, improving the quality, replication, 
spreading geographically, scaling up and out, and growing 
levels of practice elements such as equality, technology or 
investment.

Theory of Change

Theory of Change (ToC) is a specific type of methodology 
for planning, participation, and evaluation that is used to 
promote social change. Theory of Change defines long-
term goals and then maps backward to identify necessary 
preconditions.

Developmental Evaluation

Developmental Evaluation supports innovation development 
to guide adaptation to emergent and dynamic realities in 
complex environments. A complex system is characterised by 
a large number of interacting and interdependent elements. 
Developmental Evaluation is particularly suited to innovation, 
radical programme re-design, replication, and complex issues 
where quick iterative testing is needed.

Terms

Notes on the research

1. Incomplete data sets

The data sets for equalities information - including 
demographic information on age, gender, ethnicity, disability 
- are incomplete. 

Manual records were kept of approximately 90% of the 2500+ 
participation opportunities.

3.  Early data sets

70% of the participation data was gathered over a 6 month 
period, which is very short for a systems change project of this 
nature. The 107 interviews and the digital scales, transcribing 
and coding which accompanied this offers a good sample 
size for this purpose, but only provide a snapshot. 

2. Interpretive analysis

Conclusions and projections are being drawn from different 
data sources and are being interpreted by the research team. 
These interpretations are seen through the lens of multiple 
disciplines and the section on foundational research aims to 
outline these areas. 

4. Research methods

Multiple research methods have been used, including 
traditional qualitative and quantitative data gathering. 

In addition to inductive reasoning methods, abductive 
reasoning methods have also been applied to project forward, 
and develop draft frameworks for future development based 
on the multiple sources of qualitative and quantitative data 
available. Abduction is intended to help social researchers 
to make new discoveries in a logically and methodologically 
ordered way (Reichertz, 2007). 

Developmental evaluation and participatory action research 
processes have been used throughout the design and 
research process. 

107 in-depth interviews, resulting in 250,000 transcribed words 
were coded and analysed using Grounded Theory methods. 

All research methods have limitations.

Notes
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Executive Summary

Small, fragmented, low frequency participation will not 
transform neighbourhoods.

Is local participation at scale possible and does it hold 
the potential to improve people’s lives and make lasting 

positive change?

Working with 1000 people over 12 months The Open Works 
project set out to discover the answers to these questions.

18
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The Open Works research project aimed to test if a platform 
approach could scale up the new type of ‘participation 
culture’ that has emerged over the last 6 - 10 years. It aimed 
to discover if a high density of this type of micro participation 
activity, built into the fabric of everyday life, has the potential 
to aggregate and combine to achieve lasting long term 
change, both for individuals and for neighbourhoods.

Build it to test it 

A small, living prototype system was built in order to test 
the idea and this was done in West Norwood, Lambeth, 
London, in 2014/15. 

Lambeth Council and Civic Systems Lab formed The Open 
Works team to co-create a network of 20 practical projects 
with 1000 local residents. These projects were inspired by 
ideas from across the world that offered the potential to 
support a new and more sustainable way to live our everyday 
lives. 

These 20 projects created new and engaging opportunities 
for sharing knowledge, spaces and equipment; for families 
to work and play together; for bulk cooking, food growing 
and tree planting; for trading, making and repairing and for 
suppers, workshops, incubators and festivals. 

[Full description of project network in Project Directory page 
258. Building The Open Works Platform from page 216]  

Why do we need a new participatory approach?

The idea of developing an approach based on what we have 
termed ‘participatory culture’ started with the observation 
that some innovative citizen-led local projects were achieving 
inclusive participation. These projects involved activities 
which were intrinsically appealing to many people, often with 
what began to be seen as ‘common denominator’ activities 
- such as cooking, learning, making - experiences that were 
co- producing something tangible as a group of equal peers.
These projects showed that they could create multiple value 
around a range of policy concerns such as aging and health 
and wellbeing.

Our analysis boiled down to great ideas that worked with 
the positivity of human nature on the one hand (creativity, 
cooperation, generosity) and a system not organised to 
make the most of people’s ideas and strengths on the other.

A whole system view

Top down organisation of services has segmented people and 
targeted them for the efficient and fair delivery of professional 
support. Too often, despite the best intentions, social  welfare 
policy and regeneration programmes - as well as market 
forces - separate people from one another according to age, 
class and culture. The professional targeting methods being 
used to help people most in need are also isolating networks 
and preventing natural sources of peer-to-peer learning and 
support to flow through a neighbourhood.

Over time, this has resulted in local places that are fragmented 
and competitive, and ultimately unsustainable on a host of 
criteria, notably the combined toll our systems are taking on 
inequality, on health and wellbeing and the environment.  

From a whole system perspective, it is now urgent that we find 
ways of balancing our thinking and our strategies in order to:

• Meet the challenge of getting resources efficiently and 
directly to the people with the most need today. 

• Think creatively about how to construct a future that is 
good for all members of society and the environment. 

To avoid the unintended consequences of segementing and 
targeting, the core design principle for The Open Works was 
that a re-organisation of local systems should ‘lift all boats’.

Budget cuts and the slow recovery from recession have 
triggered highly responsible and analytical ways of thinking 
about getting resources to those with the most need 
today, but it has also brought with it a widespread sense 
of acceptance of a dystopian future and a pervasive sense 
of pessimism. The Open Works prototype aimed to test if 
participation culture, if enough scale can be achieved, could 
offer a potential antidote.

“Marginal tinkering with programs, and minor investments 
in neighborhoods, are unlikely to foster resilient 
communities. In fact, many limited and targeted grant 
efforts do just the opposite and reinforce separation 
and segregation, and in some cases even destroy 
communities.” 

(Chaskin, Brown, Venkatesh & Vidal 2001; Churchill 2003; 
Peirce 2005)

Introduction

The analysis and developmental evaluation of the Year 1 
prototype suggested the following key findings:

1. Building a dense participation ecology at scale is possible.
A combination of a new participation model, re-designed 
infrastructures and a platform approach has the potential to 
scale participation beyond current limitations.

2. A fully developed prototype of this dense participatory 
ecology is estimated to take 3 years to build.
Year 1 testing was the first step in a 3 year process of 
developing an innovative, evidence-based participation 
ecology prototype. 

3. High levels of micro participation could be a key 
component for building local sustainability and resilience 
in a neighbourhood.
This type of participation has the potential to be a key 
component for re-organising our local systems for social, 
economic and environmental sustainability. Participating on 
a regular basis gives direct benefits to individuals, but this 
research also suggests that participation at the high levels 
proposed will also benefit people who live locally, but who 
are not directly participating.

4. Micro participation needs to reach a threshold to be 
effective.
In order for micro activity to create long-term impact for 
individuals and neighbourhoods, participation levels need 
to reach a threshold where sufficient direct, collective and 
networked effects can accumulate over time to create 
compound outcomes. Further development of the approach 
is needed to establish this precise threshold, but early 
estimates are that around 10% - 15% of local residents would 
need to be participating regularly at any one time (c. 3 times 
a week) for multiplier effects to be achieved. This estimated 
level of participation greatly exceeds any current levels of 
participation through existing models. 
(See emerging compound outcomes framework page 123).

5. Two levels of participation typography are needed for 
the ecology to work.
Year 1 suggests that a fully developed participation ecology 
should consist of two levels of activity. The first level is a 
highly accessible and inclusive network of commons-based 
co-production activity built into everyday life. Building on this 

foundational level of mass participation in micro activities, 
the second level would see the development of community 
businesses, co-operatives and hybrid ventures through 
platform incubation programmes. 
(What scaling looks like can be found from page 60).

6. Moving the centre of gravity through the platform 
approach has the potential to create a new collaborative 
model between citizens, government and other institutions.
The analysis suggests that by moving the centre of gravity to 
an entirely new mutual space,  The Open Works approach 
creates the potential for a new model to emerge. This model 
pulls together essential components for co-producing society: 
a shared vision of the future, new methods of co-creating 
value, cost savings and mechanisms for collective investment. 
(Further detail on the new model can be found from page 87).

7. The estimated costs of building and maintaining a 
participatory ecology represent a low percentage of public 
spending for an area.
The costs of building and maintaining a participatory ecology 
in an area with approximately 50,000 local residents is 
estimated at £300,000 - £400,000 per annum. This represents 
approximately 2% of local council tax, and 0.1% of local area 
public spending. 
(Estimates based on Lambeth budgets page 57).

Key findings
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NEXT STAGE DEVELOPMENT

The development of this new model is in its infancy and 
requires further investment to see a full system built and the 
new model fully evidenced. 

There are 3 key preconditions that need to work in combination 
in order for the development of a new participatory approach 
to be viable for future investment:

Feasibility - Year 1 suggests that the collaborative platform 
approach is effective in building a participatory system that 
can scale significantly. 

Inclusivity - Year 1 suggests that participatory culture attracted 
and retained a diverse range of participants and this can 
be extended by ‘designing in’ inclusivity throughout the 
ecosystem and developing co-production models. 

Value creation - Year 1 analysis suggests that participation 
provides direct, collective and networked outcomes through 
mutually beneficial peer-to-peer activity, and these represent 
the co-creation of social, environmental and economic value.

Investment logic for developing this new approach

The investment logic for developing this new participatory 
approach is different for each stage. Each stage needs 
to provide sufficient evidence for investment in the next, 
reducing the financial risks as it develops. 

The purpose of this research was to produce a rigorous 
intermediate analysis to scope the overall potential and 
is not intended to offer a fully developed and evidenced 
programme or method at this early stage.  A decision to invest 
in Stage 2 will be through an assessment of the evidence, 
estimated costs of building the full system, and the projected 
potential value co-created.

Stage 1 - Build prototype
The investment logic for the prototype system was based on 
pre-prototype results, fragmented evidence of participatory 
culture creating multiple forms of value, and a platform 
strategy.

Stage 2 - Build complete system
This is the current stage. The investment logic will be based 
on the evidence gathered through this prototype including 
feasibility, inclusivity and value creation.

Stage 3 - Sustaining investment long term
This is the stage following the building of a complete system 
over 3 years. The investment logic will then be based on 
actual value created, actual investment attracted and actual 
costs saved.

THE CHALLENGE

The powerful potential for citizens, government and 
institutions to work together is largely unrealised

There is widespread recognition that a powerful potential 
lies in a successful collaborative relationship between citizens 
and government. Despite everyone’s best intentions, recent 
attempts to unlock that potential, since public budget cuts, 
have resulted largely in a tug of war over resources and 
power, rather than successfully working together to achieve 
long term change. Currently both citizens and government 
appear stuck, asking each other to do more and more to fill 
the growing gaps in service provision - and this is having a 
very limited effect.

The Foundational Research section of this report charts the 
history of how we got to this point. Successive governments 
over the last 100 years have responded to the challenge of 
ensuring a healthy and prosperous society in different ways. 
Governments have tried to ‘empower’ citizens by many 
alternative approaches. None have successfully managed 
to achieve the structural balances needed to realise, at any 
significant scale, the potential that is widely believed to lie at 
the heart of this citizen and government relationship.

An optimistic trajectory

Despite the limited progress to date, the current direction of 
travel is an optimistic one. More and more policy makers are  
innovating to get this balance right. More and more citizens 
are inventing ways to build local resilience.

These two factors provided the impetus to design and 
test a new participatory model through The Open Works: 
the determination to get this relationship working well, 
from Lambeth Council in this case, and the emergence of 
innovative peer-to-peer models by citizens.

Moving the centre of gravity

This strategy is different to other existing approaches - the 
starting point has been new citizen participatory culture. The 
platform strategy and design principles have been developed 
from analysing this newly emerged starting point and are 
designed to foster and scale it. This differs substantially from 
existing participatory models where participation has been 
encouraged by top down interventions, and government and 
institutions have largely set the agenda and kept control. 

Despite their best intentions, governments have struggled 
to convert their ‘empowerment’ rhetoric into long term 
change through widespread participation, change that can 
be measured and tangibly experienced by real people in 
their everyday lives - but the ambition is still strong.

Year 1 of The Open Works proved that if you move the centre 
of gravity to an entirely new, and mutual space: physically, 
practically and technically, then you can start to release an 
extraordinary amount of energy and creativity.

The integrating model already described in the key findings 
is simple and coherent on the outside, but represents an 
extensive re-design of our current systems on the inside.

Are people ready to make this much change?

The limited results of a wide range of regeneration and  
participation approaches have been frustrating for everyone.  
Governments have been trying their best, but ultimately 
citizens either do or don’t respond, be it to volunteer, to take 
part in consultations, or to support professional programmes. 
On the other hand citizens have been designing without 
suitable infrastructures. If The Open Works approach has 
the potential to break through these current limitations, and 
significantly scale up the co-production of society at a local 
level, and signs are that it can, who will take up the challenge 
of radically changing their own way of working?

The technical challenges of developing this approach to the 
next level are considerable. If you move the centre of gravity 
out of the town hall, it means that you have to re-design the 
infrastructures that circulate around this new core to make 
it function well, including finance, digital, co-production 
methods, metrics, governance, commissioning. 

This clearly represents a substantial undertaking requiring 
commitment. How far are people really prepared go if it 
requires change by everyone – by citizens, by government 
and by institutions - and how do we orchestrate that change 
together? 

Everything to gain

Despite these complexities, this prototype project and 
accompanying research has shown that there is everything 
to be gained by rising to these political, technical and human 
challenges. The evidence gathered shows that this approach 
could significantly improve the everyday lives of people, and 
this is the most important reason to develop to the next stage.

The assessment of the risks involved in this type of systems 
innovation needs to be balanced against the risk of not 
innovating. The Open Works model has been developing a 
potential new means of mitigating long term costs, by creating 
value more collaboratively throughout the system. It will need 
to be connected with many other system innovations, but it is 
significant in its support of the ambitions of so many people: 
to see citizens, government and institutions work together 
more successfully.

Development of the model is still in its infancy

The Open Works prototype has taken a very big step towards 
developing this new mutual model. It has taken a set of 
components, methods and ideas into a real neighbourhood 
and invited its residents to be part of inventing a new system 
for participation. It has shown us what is possible.

The evidence in this report is compelling. Participation of 
this kind, at the high levels realistically projected, offers the 
potential to connect a neighbourhood on a scale where 
the multiplier effects could transform the lives of everyone 
living there. 

But this development work is still in the early stages. The 
prototype has revealed the complexity of system building 
on this scale, but it has also given many people new hope. 
Many of the people involved so far - local residents, council 
staff, local organisations and system designers - are equally 
excited by the potential.

Wicked problems could respond to a process of system re-
design. Our social trajectory could be altered significantly 
as a result of focusing our attention on the detailed work of 
developing the new infrastructures we need for creative  and 
productive co-operation. 
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Resilient places support resilient people

The open and collaborative vision at the heart of this 
participatory model is designed to improve the lives of 
everyone living in a neighbourhood. It aims to benefit 
everyone equally, regardless of their starting point. It invites, 
welcomes and supports people from all backgrounds and 
situations to spend time together, building change and 
creating the vital networks through which peer-to-peer and 
institutional resources can travel. Where roads and pipes 
allow for the efficient flow of transport, water and power, this 
participatory ecosystem aims to create a new and essential 
piece of connecting social infrastructure for our individual 
and collective wellbeing.

The emerging model aims to co-create value for social, 
economic and environmental sustainability, to build long 
term change in a neighbourhood where everyone living 
there is healthy and secure.

Resilience as an integrative construct

The construct of resilience offers a useful lens through which 
to discuss how neighbourhoods might be re-organised for 
both individual and collective wellbeing. People and families 
need to find ways to manage the ongoing ups and downs 
of life, and this is done through a combination of resources 
which are collectively referred to as ‘protective factors’. 

Resilience resource indices include:
• Biological factors (e.g. regular physical exercise, genetic 

resilience factors).
• Individual factors (e.g. optimism, agency and executive 

functioning).
• Interpersonal/family factors (e.g. secure family relations 

and close social ties).
• Community/organisational factors (e.g. green space, 

volunteering). 

The resources used to cope in challenging circumstances  
are not evenly distributed in or across neighbourhoods - 
perpetuating unequal access to resilience resources. 

In their research paper entitled Resilience: A New Definition of 
Health for People and Communities (Zautra, Hall and Murray 
2010), the authors introduce resilience as an integrative 
construct that provides an approach to understanding how 
people and communities achieve and sustain health and 
well-being. 

Zautra, Hall and Murray describe two different definitions of 
resilience: recovery and sustainability. Recovery refers to how 
well people bounce back and recover fully from challenge 
(Masten, 2001; Rutter, 1987).  Sustainability examines how 
well people sustain health and psychological well-being 
in a dynamic and changing environment (Zautra, Hall and 
Murray 2010). 

The distinction between recovery and sustainability resilience 
is very relevant when considering how a dense ecology 
of participation (i.e. the scaled up version of The Open 
Works ecosystem) might support resilient responses. By 
examining recovery and sustainability separately we can 
better understand and measure these different processes.

Through both recovery and sustainability, a person can be 
seen as navigating their lives as a balancing act - between 
acting deliberately and consistently to recover from periods 
of challenge or crisis - and choosing action in the day-to-
day experience to increase flourishing and prevent decline. 

“A social and community psychology of resilience is needed 
if we are to understand why many of us are not always able 
to preserve well-being and sustain our progress towards the 
goals we have set out for ourselves and those we care for.” 
(Cowen, 1994)

Community Factors
Green spaces

Frequent participation

Interpersonal Factors
Close social ties

Biological Factors
Exercise

Individual Factors
Optimism
Agency
Learning

Severe and multiple disadvantage (SMD)

In the early plans for The Open Works, Lankelly Chase 
Foundation identified the potential to help people 
experiencing severe and multiple disadvantage, by 
contributing to the prevention of these levels of difficulty 
long term. The Foundation funded the research and this 
report to identify how this might work.

Severe and multiple disadvantage (SMD) is a shorthand term 
used to signify the problems faced by adults involved in the 
homelessness, substance misuse and criminal justice systems 
in England, with poverty as an almost universal complicating 
factor, and mental ill-health a common one. 

The Lankelly Chase Foundation report Hard Edges 
summarises the current situation for people experiencing 
SMD as follows:

• In total it is estimated that 586,000 people have contact 
with one or more services each year - over 250,000 
people in England have contact with at least two out 
of three of the homelessness, substance misuse and/or 
criminal justice systems, and at least 58,000 people have 
contact with all three. 

• SMD is distinguishable from other forms of social 
disadvantage because of the degree of stigma and 
dislocation from societal norms that these intersecting 
experiences represent.

• People affected by this form of SMD are predominantly 
white men, aged 25–44, with long-term histories of 
economic and social marginalisation and, in most cases, 
childhood trauma of various kinds.

• In addition to general background poverty, 
it seems to be in the realms of (very difficult) family 
relationships and (very poor) educational experience 
that we can find the most important early roots of SMD.

• The ‘average’ local authority might expect to have about 
1,470 SMD cases over the course of a year (as defined 
by involvement in two out of the three relevant service 
systems).

• The quality of life reported by people facing SMD is much 
worse than that reported by many other low income and 
vulnerable people, especially with regard to their mental 
health and sense of social isolation. 

• SMD creates a significant cost for the rest of society, 
particularly with respect to disproportionate use of 
certain public services. Severe and multiple disadvantage 
is conservatively estimated to cost £10.1bn per year 
across the SMD 1/2/3 populations, which across the 433 
authorities across the UK is an average cost of £23m  per 
year, per authority. In practice the distribution of SMD 
cases varies widely across the country, and is heavily 
concentrated in Northern cities, some seaside towns 
and central London boroughs.

• There are also significant social costs associated with 
SMD, not least the potentially negative impacts on the 
children with whom many people facing SMD live, have 
contact with, or are estranged from.

• There are reports of some encouraging short-term 
improvements achieved by services working with people 
who face SMD, but progress is weaker amongst those 
with the most complex problems. 

As described, resilience offers a good construct for analysis 
and in this section we focus on how this participatory 
ecology would increase resilience for both individuals and 
neighbourhoods. We consider how boosting ‘protective 
factors’ in a place might support people recovering from 
crisis, and help people sustain their wellbeing long term.
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What will living in a neighbourhood with a dense 
participatory ecology be like? 

Throughout the 12 months of The Open Works project the 
team have met regularly with Lankelly Chase Foundation 
to think through how a dense participatory ecology, which 
is designed to improve everyone’s lives, connects with this  
critical problem in society today.

However, this discussion about how individuals and families 
experiencing difficulty might thrive in a highly participatory 
neighbourhood is relevant beyond considering the most 
critical of SMD experiences. Above this extreme layer of 
deprivation sit many other layers of deprivation and difficulty 
and the participatory system would work through similar 
means to improve these lives too.

Professional support is essential for people in these critical 
situations, but ‘protective factors’ are believed to play 
an increasingly important role for sucessful recovery and 
for preventing decline, and it is through these protective 
factors that an ecology approach is thought to have the most 
potential impact on these problems.

The projection for a fully formed ecology after 3 years 
of development would see life experienced through the 
following participation opportunities:

• Within a 5 to 15 minute walk from your home you would 
have approximately 140 opportunities every week (20 
opportunities every day) to participate in free activities 
with neighbours. These might be in spaces on your 
nearest high street, or in kitchens, workshops or gardens 
on your own housing estate.

• These activities would be practical, low commitment, low 
barrier opportunities that would be open to everyone, 
that you could decide to join at short notice, depending 
on your other home or work commitments.

• These opportunities would be imaginative and creative 
project ideas, some of which you would find particularly 
interesting and which would also help you with your 
day-to-day life. For example, some projects could save 
you money through bulk cooking or bulk buying, you 
could learn new things and share what you know through 
weekly short lesson skill sharing, you could share, fix or 
make things that you need everyday such as equipment, 
food, clothing or furniture.

• The network of opportunities would also include free 
regular incubation programmes which might help you 
cultivate new interests or livelihoods. These peer-to-
peer incubators would allow you to develop your ideas 
without any formal qualifications and could lead to self-
employment or employment.

• Through these activities you would be able to get to 
know many local people in very informal and enjoyable 
settings. These people might be like you, but also might 
come from a wide range of backgrounds, ages and 
cultures, many of whom might have very different social 
and work networks, and these could be helpful for you 
to learn or progress to employment.

• The new local community businesses, including 
collaborative childcare, energy, retail, or urban farming 
would create opportunities for you to balance your work 
and family commitments more easily and affordably.

• For families there are projects, kitchens and workshops 
which enable you to make baby food, toys and clothing 
in social settings, which save you money and build 
supportive social networks and friendships.

• Your new local networks would enable you to understand 
what public resources and benefits would be available 
to you, and help you easily access professional support 
when you need it. 

The research undertaken for The Open Works report suggests 
that the outcomes generated through this mass participation 
would boost the protective factors for someone living in this 
neighbourhood far in excess of current levels. 

The many social capital studies in the Foundational Research 
section of this report (from page 188) indicate strong 
correlations between dense bridging social networks and 
outcomes that span a wide range of improvement indicators, 
from education attainment, to health and wellbeing, and 
to safety. 

In the resilience framework these protective factors would 
impact on both recovery and sustainability, but with different 
levels and combinations of professional and peer-to-peer 
support. 

The diagrams opposite demonstrate how this ecosystem 
of social projects and activities creates opportunities for 
people to lead sustainable lives, through self-direction, and 
for producing direct, collective and networked outcomes for 
themselves, their family and the neighbourhood.
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A UNIVERSAL VISION 
 
Active, connected neighbourhoods as a universal 
ambition 

People want to live in places where they know and like 
their neighbours, where they can do things together 
regularly, where they can help to create welcoming and safe 
communities in which to raise their children and grow old.

The idea that a dense ecology of this type of micro and macro 
activity, built into the fabric of everyday life, could generate 
many positive outcomes is supported by evidence from 
many smaller projects distributed across the world - which 
are described in the literature review section of this report. 
Early evidence is still patchy, but participatory projects of this 
kind show great potential for developing sustainability over 
the long term. Building a large active network of collaborative 
citizens and professionals working together, rather than 
relying on extraordinary actions led by heroic individuals, 
or by professionals on restrictive budgets, was thought to 
offer great potential. 

Through the participatory ecology described in this 
report, neighbourhoods could be re-organised not just for 
practicality, but also to be inspiring and exciting places to 
live: expanding our horizons, growing ideas and projects, 
inventing new livelihoods. Examples of which already exist.

These new types of neighbourhood will depend on the 
involvement of the people living there if they are to be the 
inspiring places we would like. Passive consumption of an 
environment designed and maintained solely by professional 
support is neither possible nor sustainable.

Environmentally, socially, economically sustainable 
community

• Increased vibrancy and attractiveness as a place to live

• Improvements in local economy

• Large number of informed citizens engaged in 
decision making and commissioning

• Community cohesion

• Social mobility

• Individual / family security and wellbeing

• Equality of opportunity
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A FOCUS ON RECOVERY RESILIENCE

Current situation

In the most critical situations 100% professional support may 
be required, but the goal of recovery is to support people 
into leading autonomous, secure and healthy lives long term, 
and this involves re-integration with main stream society.

For people experiencing severe and multiple disadvantage 
interacting with main stream society is more challenging. 
Typically, experience of SMD can be accompanied by poor 
physical and mental health, low self-esteem and confidence 
and ongoing experiences of stigmatisation and rejection in 
society.

Educational attainment is low. 27% of people experiencing 
one of the three disadvantages (SMD1) have no qualifications, 
rising to 45% for people experiencing all three disadvantages 
(SMD3).

Recovery is largely embedded in institutional support, through 
hostels, charities and programmes that offer specialist and 
targeted responses to specific challenges. Very broadly, 
non-charitable social groups tend to naturally, although not 
intentionally, exclude people with these challenges.

The current analysis of an average local landscape is that there 
are little or no opportunities for individuals in recovery to 
engage peer-to-peer community protective factors, resources 
and support. There is a growing gap between professional 
support and independent life in mainstream society, that is 
particularly large for this group of individuals. Peer-to-peer 
activities could also be more vital as many people with these 
experiences do not have good family relationships.

A dense participation ecology could be highly effective 
at supporting recovery
 
In other parts of the report we have focused on how this new 
participatory approach needs to be specifically designed to 
be inclusive for people in all parts of the community in order 
to be effective. However this approach offers the potential 
not only to include people widely, but in the absence of the 
essential bridging experiences between professional support 
and mainstream society described above, the participatory 
ecology could be highly effective in helping people recover 
long term. 

How does The Open Works participation model differ 
from current opportunities?

Three specific elements of the Open Works model and high 
density participatory ecology are believed to support people 
recovering from difficult experiences:

1. People participate on an equal footing

• There is a completely open invitation to take part. No 
specific groups of people are targeted, as they are in 
other approaches.

• There are no qualifiers for participation. Other initiatives 
require that people need to be referred by professionals 
to be eligible for support. 

• The model is mutual. Participation involves contributing 
and benefiting in the single action, meaning that all 
the people involved are on an equal footing, and their 
talents are engaged straight away. This is different from 
both professional programmes of support and charitable 
activities, where it is usual for people with resources to 
‘give’ support to people who are experiencing difficulties.

This means there is no stigmatisation and labelling which 
is thought to be highly debilitating for people’s recovery 
(Shelton et al., 2010). People have no reason to ask or 
know about people’s backgrounds before they participate. 
This creates a new type of entry point for people who are 
particularly socially isolated when recovering.
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2. There are self-directed pathways of progression from 
micro levels of participation through to employment

• People can pop into the HQ shop for two minutes to say 
hello and walk out again (see p214). On another occasion 
they can come to a one-hour Trade School lesson, and 
build up their participation from these small steps, right 
through to employment or self employment. 

• People with low confidence, or ongoing medical 
problems can choose exactly how much participation 
they want, what kind of participation they want, at times 
and locations that suit them. 

This self-directed approach to managing one’s own recovery 
applies not only to this participatory ecology. Recent research 
with people recovering from drug addiction reports that 
they expressed a wish for more autonomy in directing their 
own recovery through professional support (Senker, 2014). 
Evidence of using the participation ecology for individual 
self-regulation, or ‘social self-prescribing’ came through in 
the research for Year 1, and is also thought to be part  of how 
protective factors could work for sustainability resilience.

3. There are new dense networks for friendship, support 
and resources, as well as opportunities to develop new 
skills informally

• The open and diverse networks created through the many 
projects encourage connection to people in different 
social groups. These new friendships, both weak and 
strong, offers the potential to develop bridging social 
capital. 

• People report increases in their sense of happiness and 
wellbeing from participating in this way.

• Learning new skills is done through informal peer-to-peer 
interactions, rather than formal institutional ones.

Building further on the lessons from Year 1

Scaling to embed participation into the culture of 
everyday life

Scaling participation to the levels proposed is intended 
to embed participation as a cultural norm. This type of 
participation, as a natural part of everyday life, will make 
it easier and more practical for people recovering from 
difficulties to take part, as the confidence that may be needed 
to be an early cultural adopter will no longer be necessary.

Remove as many barriers as possible

As described in detail in the inclusivity section on page 98, 
both the platform and the projects are designed to remove 
all barriers as far as possible to encourage participation. 
However, even these low barriers may not be low enough for 
people recovering from very difficult experiences.

It is proposed that the following steps be taken for the scaled 
up version of the participation system:

• Bring the activity closer to where people live.   Develop 
the strategy of mutiple mini-platforms so that activity can 
be very local - for example on the estates where people 
live, or a 5 - 15 minute walk away.

• Encourage introduction and accompaniment.  Friends, 
neighbours and professionals will be encouraged to 
introduce people into the network of activity, and even 
initially accompany them if necessary. 

• Develop sophisticated co-production with professional 
systems. The junctions between the professional support 
and the participatory network offer the potential for a 
sophisticated level of co-production between them, and 
are key to building a fuller ecosystem of prevention, 
recovery and long term health.

[Comparison with other participation models on page 38]
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A FOCUS ON SUSTAINABILITY RESLIENCE

Self-regulation and co-regulation

Of the 107 people interviewed following their participation 
in The Open Works, 90% had experienced some stressful 
events in the previous 12 months. These events included 
negative experiences, as well as predictable transitional life 
events, including:

• Loss of employment
• Bereavement
• Moving house
• Serious illness (self or family)
• Caring for aging or ill parents
• Children leaving home
• Own business failing
• Divorce or other relationship breakdown
• Becoming a stay at home parent

This early data suggests that people may have seen 
participating in The Open Works projects as an opportunity 
to engage socially with other people to improve their own 
wellbeing. Self-regulation, the sum total of an individual’s 
mental and psychological efforts to achieve balance, extends 
outward to other people. The rippling back and forth between 
an individual and others is called co-regulation (Cacioppo 
and Patrick 2008). 

In the Foundational Research section of this report there 
are many studies describing the effects of social capital on 
health. One of the most striking studies is a meta analysis 
across 148 studies (308,849 participants), that revealed that 
there is a 50% increased likelihood of survival for participants 
with stronger social relationships. These findings indicate that 
the influence of social relationships on the risk of death are 
comparable with well-established risk factors for mortality 
such as smoking and alcohol consumption and exceed the 
influence of other risk factors such as physical inactivity and 
obesity (Holt-Lunstad and Smith 2010). 

Current situation

In an important recognition of the importance of the social 
dimension to health, innovative doctors in the NHS have 
begun ‘social prescribing’. This currently involves referring 
people to local organisations which would offer them social 
interaction - and are described as community based services. 

This offers a number of challenges:

• As yet it is not a widespread practice among doctors. 
• Doctors can have a limited knowledge of what is available 

locally.
• It places friendship into a professional realm, and like 

‘befriending services’, has been controversial.
• The number of opportunities available is dependent on 

the funding of these professional services.

“Just as we should be working to eliminate the need 
for foodbanks so we should aim to abolish befriending 
schemes within the decade. Their existence is an indictment 
of a wider failing, and that is what we should try to solve... 
Being a ‘beneficiary’ might bring certain practical benefits 
but being a recipient is a passive experience.”  

Looking Forward to Later Life - Early Action Task Force

The results of the interviews for The Open Works Year 1 
indicate that when people are presented with a very frequent, 
and diverse range of opportunities, that they may use these 
to self-regulate, or ‘social self-prescribe’.

Page 39 describe the different participation opportunities 
that an individual might have currently in an average 
neighbourhood. People can choose to: 

• Volunteer for local charities.
• Get involved in political or representative opportunities 

through committees or the local council.
• Join interest groups such as book clubs, sports clubs etc.
• Enjoy consumer entertainments such as cinema or 

restaurants with family or friends.

Our analysis is that while these established participation 
opportunities interest and engage some people, they don’t 
engage everyone. Additionally many of these opportunities  
are not low threshold, requiring a level of financial status, 
education level or social confidence that makes them less 
accessible for many people. They often exclusivly attract 
certain sections of the middle clsses or highly issue-driven 
groups. It was the inclusivity observed in ‘participation culture’ 
projects, that showed the seeds of a new model being able 
to scale throughout a neighbourhood.

How does The Open Works participation model differ 
from current opportunities? 

A number of features of the Open Works model and high 
density participatory ecology are believed to support people 
self-regulating and co-regulating their wellbeing.

1. A high volume of low-threshold, low-committment  
opportunties

A scaled up participation ecology would give a person 
around 20 different opportunities each day to choose 
from.  Research indicates that 40% of our wellbeing can be 
attributed to actions we take every day (Lyubomirsky 2007, 
Lyubornirsky, Sheldon, Schkade, 2005). The nature of the 
micro-participation, typically 30 minutes - 2 hours,  would 
allow people to self-regulate on a daily basis, depending 
on their work and family commitments.

2. Diverse range of participation opportunities

The range of opportunities in the participation ecology would 
be very wide. The New Economics Foundation list of Five 
Ways to Wellbeing (page 96) includes: connect with people, 
give, keep learning, be active, take notice. The participation 
opportunities available would include all of these elements.

3. Self-directed pathways

Increases and decreases in participation would be led by 
individuals. With support from the platform, projects and 
activities would be dependent on a wide group of co-builders, 
rather than relying on individuals.

“Wellness is created and lived by 
individuals every day through their ability 
to care for oneself and others, being able 
to take decisions, and having a sense 
of control. These factors depend upon 
strong social networks and high levels of 
social connectedness”

Sir Harry Burns 

Professor of global public health, University of Strathclyde

Chief Medical Officer for Scotland from September 2005  

to April 2014

“Investments to build resilience not only 
pay off on how effectively we recover 
after a crisis but how we recover from 
slow burn stresses, like  inequality and 
poverty, that impare our capacity to be 
resilient.”

Dr Judith Rodin

Rockefeller Foundation President

RSA Lecture February 2015
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Participation models 
and Lab methodologies

This section presents an overview of participation models, and the Lab 
methods used in the development of The Open Works project.

It has been written to help the reader identify and compare the differences 
between both this new professional methodology and more embedded 

existing practice; and between the existing ways people can participate in 
society and the emergent participatory culture we are seeking to scale.

It puts The Open Works approach into context with wider trends in design 
thinking, open source and iterative Lab working; briefly describes in more 
detail some of the methods and tools that were used (see the How section 
for more); and lays out some of the challenges around scale and inclusivity 

inherent in current practice that this approach seeks to address.
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Participation models and 
Lab methodologies

Wicked problems

Social issues such as lack of social cohesion, equality and 
social mobility can be described as ‘wicked‘ problems. A 
problem for which the solution requires a great number of 
people to change their mindsets and behaviour is likely to 
be a wicked problem. Wicked problems have multiple root 
causes and are interconnected through physical, economic 
and human systems.

Tackling wicked problems through a lab approach

New innovation labs around the world are trying to tackle 
wicked problems through taking a systems approach that 
includes methods of design thinking and prototyping. It 
is this lab approach, experimental and iterative, which has 
been used to devise the The Open Works change strategies.

Theory of Change and Developmental Evaluation techniques 
(see Terms p9) were used throughout the project with the 
aim of gathering the developmental outcomes and evidence 
at 6 week intervals.

Open Source Cities

Open-source thinking has moved from being a relatively 
niche software principle to a growing mode of production in 
hardware and organisational development, with the creative 
commons becoming an ever-larger domain for sharing ideas 
and resources (Benkler 2007; Bauwens et al. 2012). 

This open source thinking is at the heart of The Open Works 
strategy - with an emphasis on building an ecology of activity, 
rather than a network of competing single entities who ‘own’ 
their ideas. This degree of openness changes the perspective 
considerably. 

Although not applicable for commercial use by organisations, 
many projects that have been designed and prototyped will 
be available for other citizens to adopt and adapt, and will 
join a growing stable of projects from around the world with 
‘pull down’ social change scaling models.

“Most social problems—such as poverty, 
sustainability, equality, and health and wellness 
- are wicked. 

Wicked problems can’t be ‘fixed’. 

But because of the role of design in developing 
infrastructure, designers can play a central role in 
mitigating the negative consequences of wicked 
problems and positioning the broad trajectory 
of culture in new and more desirable directions. 

This mitigation is not an easy, quick, or solitary 
exercise. Due to the system qualities of these 
large problems, this design process demands 
interdisciplinary collaboration, and most 
importantly, perseverance.”

Jon Kolko
Founder and Director
Austin Centre for Design
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What is different about ‘participatory culture’?

The idea of developing an approach based on participatory 
culture started with the observation that some innovative local 
projects were achieving inclusive participation. What those 
projects had in common was that they appeared to attract 
many different types of people. They were social, practical 
and productive and the experience of participating looked 
and felt different. 

The pattern across these innovative projects was that it 
appeared that a new model of participation was emerging 
- with characteristics different from the current set of 
opportunities available for citizens to participate.

New participation culture projects involved activities which 
were intrinsically appealing to more people, often with what 
we began to view as ‘common denominator’ activities such 
as cooking, learning, making - experiences of co-producing 
something tangible as a group of equal peers.  

One of the key differentiators of this model compared to 
other models was that these projects were creating mutually 
beneficial experiences. They also offered opportunities for 
individuals to live more sustainably by creating collective 
experiences such as repairing and sharing resources that 
could become part of everyday life. The experiences were 
also enjoyable and sociable and people wanted to repeat 
them regularly, and this helped people to form friendships.

Features of the participatory culture model that were 
built into The Open Works platform and project design

The Open Works challenge was to turn these features into 
design principles to develop a universal approach. 

Bridging
Participatory culture projects attract a diverse range of 
participants, creating great opportunity for building bridging 
social capital - rather than just bonding social capital, which 
is common across other forms of participation.

Mutual model
The co-production design of the projects means that people 
contribute and benefit in a single action. This is very different 
from charity and representative models where efforts are 
made by one group to give or direct resources to another 
group with needs. A mutual model creates a very equal 
platform that avoids labelling and stigmatisation. This 
model also helps to bring together resources from across a 
community, which is particularly helpful in areas where areas 
of deprivation sit in close proximity to more affluent areas.

Peer-to-peer
The action is between peers working together - the key 
relationships are between equals. Many other models enable 
relationships between individual citizens or groups with 
institutions. 

Productive activity
Participatory culture projects are often based on simple 
common denominator productive activities such as cooking, 
making and learning. The dynamic is about what people can 
produce together, unlike many other models which are about 
influencing what other people produce e.g. representative, 
challenge or consumer.

Open
All participation models would describe themselves as ‘open’ 
as a general principle. In practice we know there are a lot of 
barriers. In The Open Works project the concept of making 
participation open included making all efforts possible to 
be genuinely open to all by paying attention to the smallest 
details of visible and invisible barriers. The chart on page 
98 shows the design principles that have been built into the 
platform, and which would need extending and developing 
as the platform scales.
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How to build systems for participation

Lack of lasting change indicates that we might need to 
innovate at systems level if we are to realise the potential 
of a more collaborative society. The analysis suggested that 
despite our best collective efforts and years of investing 
financially and trying different approaches and methods to 
create these types of sustainable communities we are not 
succeeding on the necessary scale to transform whole places. 
Individually many of these approaches increase participation 
in small amounts, in single locations, but overall the analysis 
suggests that we have been approaching things without 
the necessary combined elements and resources to create 
transformation on a larger scale. 

The research suggested that new types of citizen-led 
participation culture projects could teach us some vital 
lessons on how to reshape our efforts. 

In a nutshell - this analysis, combined with the Foundational 
Research and our action research experiences across 
several projects, showed that for significant change to be 
achieved through widespread participation, it would take 
more elements, more resource and more time than we have 
previously imagined. (See Foundational Evidence section 
from page 132 for more details).

1. Aim for sustainability at systems level - rather than at 
single entity or space level.

Small fragmented groups or spaces operated by committees 
on room rental models are frequently unsustainable because 
of all the issues mentioned below. 

A systems view point, where interrelated and interdependent 
factors are recognised, supports the case for re-organising 
how we build sustainable new systems using networked 
solutions, and looking for whole system sustainability.

2. Introduce project building ingredients in combination 
- rather than as single elements one at a time.
  
The ingredients for successful projects include several 
essential elements working in an integrated way. These 
elements include: diverse groups of people; fresh inspiration, 
ideas and models; design and developmental thinking; 
spaces; new methods and practices; finance; partnerships 
and support. 

Many of our current efforts include some elements, but 
seldom include all that is needed, e.g. grants or space, 
space or facilitation training. Our research around the UK 
has revealed groups with large sums of money, but no new 
methods and practices to use it well, groups with buildings 
or other assets but no project incubation expertise. 

3. Concentrate resources to build new systems - rather 
than sprinkling resources fairly but ineffectively.
 
A lack of concentrated resources makes it impossible to build 
a larger system of participation. Often grants get spent piece-
meal, frequently on essential charitable inventions or events, 
but with short term rather than long term impacts. This often 
makes grant funding into communities ineffective in terms 
of long term change - a conclusion that has led to Collective 
Impact thinking in the US. Grant funding in the UK reduced 
from £4.8 billion in 2000/01 to £2.6 billion in 2011/12. (NCVO)

4. Build systems to encourage creativity - rather than just 
for financial accountability.

Where resources are more sizeable or concentrated these 
investments are ‘locked in’ through a series of governance 
measures aimed to secure commitment and ensure 
accountability. However this model is also widely adopted 
for even small sums of money creating unnecessary levels 
of structures, in place of models built for creativity and 
innovation.  The committees that result get stuck and struggle 
to create movement and action.

5. Build systems that encourage collaboration - rather 
than fostering fragmentation and competition.

Funding has become a primary organising logic, with universal 
requirements for groups to become formally organised very 
early, with constitutions, insurances and bank accounts. 
Over decades of operating in this way, small local groups 
have become fragmented, siloed in their activities, and 
competitive for local volunteers and resources, when they 
could or should be collaborating. People are responding to 
top down structural interventions, which is frequently blocking 
naturally co-operative human behaviours.

Aims of the researchLearning from participatory culture

“We find traces of a ‘glass ceiling’ for 
citizen participation in public services 
that limits citizens to playing a more 
passive role as service-users.”

Professor Victor Pestoff 
Institute for Civil Society Studies 
Ersta Skondal University College, Stockholm
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The challenge of scale

One of the key strengths of many new participatory models is 
that they are small scale in nature. Typically, practical activities 
are done in functional local settings in small groups - and it 
is these highly personal peer-to-peer experiences that are 
proving to build relationships and generate mutual benefits.

Study of many of these successful projects identified that 
they offer whole sets of different outcomes, and that they 
are productive, imaginative and engaging at a time when 
interest in some traditional community activity is declining 
in many places. 

However, despite all these obvious strengths of participatory 
culture, we concluded that participatory projects of this kind 
are unlikely to fulfil their promise to transform places and 
people’s lives if they remain scattered, unsupported and 
small scale.  

One or two projects working in isolation, with low frequency 
participation, will not bring about the long-term change and 
contribute to delivering our universal vision. Projects that 
inspire optimism of a positive future alone aren’t enough. 
Their ideas and models need to scale if they are to become 
the building blocks of a sustainable way of life. 

People have been trying in recent years to scale projects 
nationally or internationally through centralised platforms, 
often using digital or franchise models. But these have 
frequently also failed to scale because the local communities 
they rely on to host these projects do not have the networks 
or spaces available to them. Not only are they not scaling, but 
they are very vulnerable to failure as single projects without 
any supportive participation infrastructures.

The Open Works project set out to discover if we could invent 
a platform approach that would allow us to change a whole 
set of existing participatory infrastructures, and accompany 
this with a change process that could build a larger system 
of these small scale experiences.

The challenge of inclusivity

Traditional attempts have largely failed to bring people from 
a wide range of different backgrounds, with different abilities 
and cultures, into the same spaces regularly enough to 
develop the connections and friendships necessary to build 
large bridging networks. 

Experience has shown that creating and sustaining dense 
and diverse networks is harder than it looks. The way our 
systems are currently organised shows that these relationships 
do not develop as naturally as we would hope or as easily 
as they once did.

We try to organise and engage people in place of naturally 
forming networks. Both citizen-to-citizen, and professional-
to-citizen organising have resulted in similar effects.

Nearly all organising attempts are around a particular interest 
or activity, including:

•	 Opinion / intelligence seeking e.g. planning
•	 Rallying groups around issues e.g crime
•	 Campaigning against behaviours or decisions
•	 Interests e.g. sport, historical

These activities are not intrinsically interesting to everyone, 
many of them can include unpleasant confrontations, or 
require specialist knowledge.  Most engagement methods 
borrow techniques from the field of marketing, which means 
they often segment and target different groups. 

These activities also naturally attract particular groups of 
people. Which all adds up to the same situation, groups 
of similar people flocking together - with many people 
consistently on the outside. 

Traditional approaches to participation create bonding 
social capital

Citizens and professionals alike are systematically, if not 
intentionally, helping to create bonding capital between 
similar indivduals through these organising efforts, not 
bridging social capital between diverse individuals. 

The aim of marketing, campaigning and movement building 
techniques is to direct individual and group attention towards 
buying things or supporting an issue or problem, not towards 
building relationships between people. 

Understanding contextual challenges

“In its complexity and with all its contradictions, contemporary 
society is developing a growing number of interesting cases 
in which people have invented new and more sustainable 
ways of living (Meroni, 2007). 

Being localised, small, connected and open (to others’ 
ideas, culture and physical presence), these promising 
social innovations actively contribute to the realisation 
of resilient, distributed socio-technical systems. And vice 
versa: distributed socio-technical systems may become the 
enabling infrastructure of a society where these kinds of 
social innovations can flourish and spread.

While centralised systems can be developed without 
considering the social fabric in which they will be implemented, 
this imposition is impossible when the technological 
solution in question is a distributed one; the more a system 
is networked, the larger is its interface with society and the 
more the social side of innovation has to be considered. No 
resilient systems can exist without social innovation.”

Professor Ezio Manzini
Chair of Design for Social Innovation 
University of the Arts, London
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A Lab approach

The Open Works combined Lambeth Council and Civic 
Systems Lab teams to build the prototype system. Social Labs 
are based on a set of methodologies and approaches that 
aim to build innovative solutions and systems. The aim with 
the combined team was to collaborate and blend knowledge 
bases to develop the project quickly and effectively.

“Social Innovation labs are the latest vehicles for systemic 
change – for transforming the way our cities, our schools, 
our welfare programs, and even our economic systems run” 
(#14 – Lab Matters p.7). 

In many developed countries, Change/Social Innovation/
Design Labs have been increasingly placed at the front line 
of social change. From Denmark’s MindLab to Stanford’s 
d.School, to Adelaide’s InWithFor – there has been substantial 
growth across countries and sectors. 

This is partly due to the recognition that systemic and real 
change will fail to occur through merely reforming the status 
quo, and the recognition that wicked problems needed more 
innovative approaches.

Lab designs and approach vary significantly in each iteration 
but there are four general characteristics:

•	 Labs start from broad-based research using multiple 
methodologies : “The Lab takes a systems approach to 
problem-solving, meaning that the whole architecture 
of a problem is considered before devising solutions.” 
(Torjman 2012). 

•	 Labs facilitate collaboration across diverse actors.
Collaboration allows for multiple perspectives to be 
taken into account when designing a change process and 
better mimics the environment in which these processes 
will be implemented. 

•	 Labs work from a specialised physical environment – 
similar to scientific lab, social change labs are a space 
for experimentation and the environment should be 
designed to inspire creativity and collaboration.

•	 Labs emphasise experimentation and reflexive learning 
through rapid prototyping of ideas – given the complexity 
of dynamic system change, research can only get you so 
far, real solutions require testing and learning - doing 
this rapidly through prototyping speeds up the learning 

process. This requires that people and institutions 
involved in the change process be genuinely flexible. 

These characteristics enable labs to take an approach that 
both embraces complexity and gives it the tools to process 
complexity. In this way there is a strong linkage between labs 
and the whole systems approach that became popular in the 
latter half of the 20th century. 

Design thinking

Design thinking has been part and parcel of the lab technique 
as it often depends on collaboration, focuses on people’s 
experiences and implies a degree of prototyping. Critically, 
design thinking does not lead to incremental improvement 
of the status quo. Rather, it is a process of imagining a better 
alternative. 

Organisations like IDEO have continued to pioneer design 
thinking approaches and have contributed a lot of the 
design of social systems with their Human Centred Design 
approaches.

“Design thinking is fundamentally an 
exploritory process; done right it will 
invariably make unexpected discoveries 
along the way... 

Insofar as it is open-ended, open-
minded, and iterative, a process fed by 
design thinking will feel chaotic to those 
experiencing it for the first time. But over 
the life of a project, it invariably comes to 
make sense and achieves results that differ 
markedly from the linear, mileston-based 
processes that define traditional business 
practices.”

Tim Brown, Change by Design

Developmental Evaluation and Theory of Change as 
strategic tools

Systems change innovation is dynamic and complex - 
involving a fast pace, many people, emerging strategies 
and collective learning.

Traditional planning and evaluation methods are more suited 
to projects where there is a high degree of predictability - 
often creating a sequence of inputs, outputs, outcomes and 
dated milestones. But if you are innovating systems change 
you need to take advantage of emergent opportunities, 
respond to new insights in real time as the project develops, 
and take into account key learning that takes place informally 
during conversation.

The team used both Theory of Change (ToC) and 
Developmental Evaluation (DE) as tools for planning and 
strategy design. The Theory of Change emerged in more 
detail as elements were tested and found to be feasible or 
not, aided by 6 week cycles of developmental evaluation to 
draw collective insight, assess progress, analyse and codify 
elements.

See Designing a strategy p230 for more detail.

NEXT GENERATION EVALUATION PRINCIPLES

Focus on whole systems
Taking a whole system, long term view of social change. 

Open
Transparent, honest and clear, learn and share what works 
and what doesn’t. Publish publicly to add to communal 
knowledge / information for joint decisions.

Collaborative 
Shared responsibility for data collection, group analysis, 
co-design evaluation frameworks.

Ongoing
Close monitoring and real time feedback and shorter cycles 
using alternative formats, as part of ongoing practice.

Grounded 
Learning from emerging data, adapting initial hypothesis 
as the work develops.

Innovative 
Newer, innovative, often digital, data collection and 
new processes to surface and collect tactics, distributed 
knowledge developing in participating groups.

Measuring value
Finding new ways to measure what matters, not what is 
easy to measure.

Understandable
Using data visualisation, infographics, images and icons to 
convey complex ideas.

Adapted from Next Generation Evaluation: Embracing 
Complexity, Connectivity, and Change
Srik Gopalakrishnan, Hallie Preskill PhD, Shijie (SJ) Lu

Strategic approaches to research and evaluation
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Key discoveries and next 
stage development

This section presents the key discoveries from Year 1 of The Open Works, the 
investment logic for the next stages and the challenges in developing further.

This section aims to help the reader understand The Open Works as Year 1 in 
the context of a longer 3 Year process, positioning the key discoveries from 
this intermediate analysis (including feasibility, inclusivity and value creation) 
as necessary preconditions to move forward; and setting out the investment 

logic to help inform decisions on investing in the next stages.

This section includes an overview of the evidence base to date (see Analysis 
for more details), what we can expect to learn in the next stages, and the 
challenges to consider when entering into a complex systems redesign. 

48

KEY DISCOVERIES AND NEXT STAGE DEVELOPMENT

Aims of the research
Key discoveries

Feasibility

Inclusivity

Value creation

Building an evidence-based system

Investment logic for Stage 2

Evidence base to be developed during Stage 2

Challenges
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Structure of the analysis and reporting

The construction of the platform and projects was 
accompanied by an extensive literature review and action 
research process which aimed to discover and understand 
the underlying dynamics of the project. These included  
developmental evaluation meetings every 6 weeks throughout 
the project to guide the strategy for growing the platform. 
The completion of the prototype phase was followed by 100 
in-depth interviews with participants, and a 3 month analysis 
and codifying process undertaken by Civic Systems Lab.

The aims of the research were to:

• Look for indications regarding feasibility, inclusivity 
and value creation in order to establish if this systemic 
approach was worth further investment and development. 

• Forecast its potential for scaling.

• Analyse and codify the results of the research to draft 
emerging frameworks and models for the next stages of 
developing this particular model.

• Research foundational evidence through the lens of 
policy development and the citizen counter narrative.

• Produce a thorough documentation and data analysis of 
the 20 projects designed and tested through The Open 
Works so that others can learn from the process in detail.

Aims of the research

A rigorous intermediate analysis 

Due to the complexity of these larger social issues the 
research process for The Open Works focused on looking 
for indications that would show the viability of the approach. 

The purpose of this research is to produce a rigorous 
intermediate analysis at the end of Year 1, to scope the 
overall potential of a longer change process. The research 
is not intended to offer a fully developed and evidenced 
programme or method at this initial stage. (See evaluation 
principles on page 45 and explaination of developmental 
evalution on page 230).

Key discoveries from Stage 1

The aim of The Open Works was to test the viability of 
developing a universal participatory approach to transforming 
a neighbourhood.

Three key factors form the evidence base for the Investment 
Logic for deciding to proceed to invest in the complete 
system as Stage 2. 

These three key factors, the preconditions, have to work 
in combination in order for the development of a new 
participatory approach to be viable. 

2
Inclusivity

Can a participatory system 
be built that creates large 

bridging networks that 
can benefit everyone?

1
Feasibility

Can a large collaborative 
participatory system be 
built through a platform 

approach?

3
Value creation

Can a new participatory 
system produce 

direct, collective and 
networked effects? 

Do these outcomes add 
up to the creation of long 
term value for people and 

the places they live?
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The collaborative platform approach is effective in building a participatory system. 
The platform approach has been effective in creating an initial ecosystem of interdependent and supportive projects. 
It redesigned the existing set of infrastructures for encouraging involvement, providing compelling base level evidence 
to develop the approach in full.  With the correct strategy and resources the platform approach can scale this type of 
participation. 

1

Implications

The platform approach could transform places within 
three years

Year 1 of The Open Works prototyped and tested the 
approach. This represents the starting point.  For the 
approach to reach its full potential a further two years of 
system building and development is necessary. 

[Full exploration in Project Directory page 258]

We have a blueprint for further development and growth 
to include community businesses and ventures

We anticipate the platform could develop into a new form 
of local institutional infrastructure. With a large network of 
practiced and engaged participants the platform can become 
a long term vehicle for building on the civic commons. This 
could include collective impact social investment, as well as 
the growth of community businesses, civic hybrid initiatives 
and shared ownership.

[Full exploration in What scaling looks like page 60]

Feasibility

[Using our test area of West Norwood as an example we predict 
that participation can be scaled from 1,100 participants to 
5,000 participants - and from 2,500 participation opportunities 
in year 1 (through 30 project instances) to over 35,000 
opportunities by year 3 (though 250 project instances).]
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A diverse mix of people from a full range of backgrounds and situations participated. The mix within activities varied, and 
included people with temporary and long term difficulties. Participatory culture encouraged people from all parts of the 
community to work together on a regular basis, and this can be further extended by ensuring that inclusivity is ‘designed 
in’ throughout the ecology.

2

Implications

Diverse networks can be built which benefit social mobility

Participation culture has the ability to build bridging social 
capital and the diverse social networks needed for social 
benefit and mobility.

If this type of participation is attractive and welcoming to 
a wide range of people in this initial development period, 
then the benefits could be expanded as the ecology scales.

[Full exploration in Inclusivity section from page 94]

The potential exists for a sophisticated co-production 
ecology to support people experiencing difficulties

The participation ecology has the potential to connect to 
existing professional systems that support people with severe 
and multiple disadvantages, allowing them to build their lives 
and progress out of difficult situations.

[Full exploration on co-production page 106]

Inclusivity

Participatory culture can attract and retain a diverse range of participants. 

Implications

Scale matters

The more participation opportunities that are available, 
the more direct benefits there will be to individuals and the 
community. 

The frequency of participation is key, as each participation 
creates micro outcomes.These micro outcomes need to 
accumulate and combine, building over time to achieve long 
term change, both for individuals and for neighbourhoods.  
For economic viability to be established, the participatory 
ecosystem needs to be fully built. 

Participation thresholds need to be reached

Evidence suggests that in order to create the conditions for 
multiplier effects in this distributed system, the estimated 
density of this type of co-production participation in the 
population needs to be approximately 10 % - 15% at any one 
time (This estimate is based on the total scaling projection 
for each of the projects, see page 63 for more detail). A 
threshold of participation levels needs to be reached in 
order to achieve economies of scale, where the amount of 
value being created exceeds the cost of investment in the 

People participating in projects reported direct positive effects both for them and their families and these positive 
outcomes also create value for their neighbourhood. These outcomes represent the co-creation of social, environmental 
and economic value.

3

platform infrastructures.

The threshold level for participation to achieve optimal impact 
needs to be discovered.

The Year 1 version carries the cost of initial set up costs and 
its density of participation is too low at this early stage to be 
economically viable without further scaling.

Equality of access to participation opportunities  
is essential

Since the mechanism for achieving outcomes for individuals 
is the act of participation itself, then equality of access for all 
people in society to those opportunities is vital. The design 
of the platform and the projects needs to ensure that all 
barriers to participation of this kind be removed. 

[Full exploration on design principles page 98]

Value creation

Participation provides direct, collective and networked outcomes through mutually beneficial 
peer-to-peer activity that creates value.
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STAGE 2STAGE 1 STAGE 3

Build prototype

Investment logic

Emerging evidence 
base + strategy

Risk costs of prototyping

Evidence Base

Multiple sources 
of evidence

1. Work Shop pre-prototype 
results

2. Fragmented evidence 
of participatory culture 
creating value

3. Analysis and system 
change / building strategy

Investment logic

Estimated value creation of 
scaled up participation system

Estimated costs of building 
complete system

Evidence Base

Results of prototype testing

1. Feasability
2. Inclusivity
3. Value creation

Investment logic

Value created

Investment attracted 
+ costs saved

Evidence Base

Metrics and measures from 
building whole system

1. Value creation proven
2. Investment attracted
3. Cost savings proven

Build complete system Sustain investment 
in system

Building an evidence-based system

The chart below describes the three different development 
stages envisaged for the deveopment of this new participatory 
approach. This details the investment logic for each phase 
and the evidence base on which the investment decisions 
will be made at each stage.

Due to the complexity of these larger issues the research 
process for The Open Works focused on looking for in

Building a complete system
As outlined in the Key Discoveries, The Open Works project 
has provided compelling evidence that this platform approach 
could be effective in increasing participation, which in turn 
could lead to improved places. The long term value creation, 
investment and cost savings are yet to be fully established 
and developing that evidence base would be part of building 
the complete system in Stage 2. 

The Investment Logic for deciding to develop the approach  
past Stage 2 relies on a full scaled version of the system to be 
built. The Investment Logic equation is based at this stage on 
the estimated value a scaled up participation system would 
create, against the estimated costs of building a complete 
system. 

The immediate decision to invest in building a full system 
will likely be made by government and/or other institutions 
responsible for a neighbourhood.

Estimating value creation
Year 1 has provided data to confirm we have established the 
foundations of a scalable approach. It has also provided us 
with enough data and experience to develop a more detailed 
and realistic set of projections.   

The next section of the report, ‘What scaling looks like’, 
projects what an ecosystem of everyday co-production based 
in the commons plus the emergence of community businesses 
and ventures would look like. Evidence to date suggests that a 
high density of participation is both desirable and achievable.

[Full exploration of scaling in ‘What scaling looks like’ section 
from page 60]

Estimating the cost of building a complete system
Costs can be estimated more accurately from the prototype.

To build a participatory ecology of this type would cost an 
estimated £24 per person for an area population of 50,000 
people. This £1.2m cost would be spread over 3 years. 

Maintaining the system would cost approximately £6 per  
person per annum. This cost would fall if nearby areas became 
part of the expanding system.

[Full exploration of the collective investment framework for 
distributed outcomes on page 87]

London 3 wards / small town - Population 50,000 

Borough / town - Population 300,000 

1. Based on Lambeth council £87,000,000 council tax income 2013/14

2. Based on Lambeth whole borough spend of £1.801bn

Source: Lambeth Revenue & Capital Budget 2015/16  - 25 February 2015 

- Accessed online.

Investment Logic for Stage 2

Build 
participatory
system

Maintain
participatory
system

Time 3 years Ongoing

Cost total £ £1.2m £300,000 p.a.

Cost per person £24 total
£8 p.a.

£6 p.a.

% of local council 
tax p.a. (1) % 2.8% 2.1%

% of area public
spending p.a. (2) % 0.1% 0.1%

Build 
participatory
system

Maintain
participatory
system

Time 5 years Ongoing

Cost total £ £7.2m £1.8m p.a.

Cost per person £24 £6 p.a.

% of local council 
tax p.a. (1) % 1.7% 2%

% of area public
spending p.a. (2) % 0.08% 0.1%
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Developing a mutual framework to create value and 
make investments

The value will be co-created between the local residents, 
government and institutions involved in building and 
sustaining the participatory system. 

The value needs to be experienced and assessed by 
all these parties.
 
For local residents, government and institutions alike, the 
decision to participate and invest in a mutually beneficial 
participatory system will be based primarily on two factors:

1. Motivation to create long term value
The individual and collective drive to create social, 
environmental and economic value i.e co-producing an 
improved way of life for a neighbourhood.

2. Experience of the benefits
Individual and family benefit will be experienced through 
participation in projects - such as health and happiness. 
There will also be direct financial benefits - such as cost 
savings to personal houshold budgets. 

Benefits will also be experienced to public budgets, such as 
a reduction in the cost of unemployment benefit, medical 
support and services. For government and institutions 
to invest long term the cost savings will need to be set 
against the cost of future obligations. These cost savings 
are material and represent the return on investment.

For these decisions to be made on a frequent basis and 
throughout the system, data has to be gathered, analysed 
and shared in accurate and accessible ways.

Value is co-created by local residents, 
businesses, government and institutions.

Cost savings are made by local residents, 
businesses, government and institutions.

Investments of time and money will be 
made by local residents, businesses, 
government and institutions.

The evidence base developed during Stage 2

A high level set of economic measurements needs to 
be developed

The Investment Logic, which includes balancing long term 
value creation against costs of investment, must involve a new 
and  comprehensive set of metrics.  These metrics should 
focus on outcomes that measure significant improvements in 
people’s lives, to the neighbourhood and the environment.
Improvements in health and wellbeing (reducing the 
frequency of visits to doctors), the movement of  people 
into employment or self-employment (reducing  the costs of 
unemployment benefits) or collectively reducing the carbon 
footprint for the neighbourhood (reducing environmental 
impact).

The draft outcomes framework on page 123 shows how large 
scale participation could add up to meta outcomes, such as 
social cohesion or improvements to the local economy. These 
long term improvements need to be built from a foundation 
of multiple and regular participation experiences. For 
progression and accumulation of outcomes to be achieved 
and measured, a large scale participation ecology needs 
to exist. 

Challenges

No exit strategy - it is a long term commitment

This platform approach is about making a long term 
commitment for institutions to work collaboratively with local 
residents to transform a place. The commitment to building 
a new system will be a minimum of  3 years, but this is not an 
approach with an exit strategy - it is about building a new type 
of mutual relationship for creating outcomes collaboratively 
over the long term. 

Without leadership social change projects on this scale will 
be impossible. It will take a long term view to invest the 
necessary time and resources to see this new system built 
and functioning well.

It will require leaders to think in new ways and to model that 
through the institution and community.

Whole system learning 

This kind of approach and level of change is intrinsically 
complex. We can continue to develop new ways to 
communicate and visualise, but with so many moving pieces 
it takes an initial investment of time to understand it fully.

We don’t yet fully know how to learn, unlearn and relearn as 
a whole system, but we do know that it needs to happen. 

Developing a learning mindset, rather than a fixed mindset 
is key to achieving this (see work by Carol Dweck). In work of 
this type, fixed mindsets can pose a tangible risk.

Building a new system is not a common skillset. Incubating 
projects, and creating participation opportunities requires 
creative and disciplined constuction work. Among many other 
skills this needs a combination of wide knowledge bases, 
high level thinking skills and a genuine affinity with people. 

New methods of helping a whole system learn will need to 
be developed - establishing the best pedagogies, timings 
and scaffold learning structures, and allowing sufficient time 
for the learning processes to take effect.

Whole system changing

Change is notoriously difficult. It is reported that over 70% 
of organisational change efforts in the commercial world fail.

Our experiences of this project revealed that important 
dynamics need mitigating strategically for system building 
to be successful.

• It challenges existing interests
This level of change will be welcomed by many people 
and lead to adaption and innovation. It will also invite 
and encourage new people and ways of thinking. It will 
inevitably lead to numbers of existing players unable or 
unwilling to change and adapt. 

• It challenges existing thinking and methods
When a change of thinking is required on several levels 
at once this is extremely challenging for individuals. It 
requires a lot of openness and a careful change process 
for that challenge not to convert into a system wide 
reaction - releasing antibodies that will drain essential 
creativity and support for the change effort.

Strategically the platform approach allows for an ‘adjacent 
reality’ to be constructed without directly challenging 
other participatory work or politics nearby.



WHAT SCALING LOOKS LIKE WHAT SCALING  LOOKS LIKE

60 61

What scaling looks like

This section aggregates the detailed scaling projections for each individual 
project (see the Project Directory for details) to show what a fully developed 

participatory ecology would look like at the end of 3 years - both the types of 
activity and what those activities would produce.

Year 1 suggests that a fully developed ecology would consist of two layers: 

The first level is a highly accessible and inclusive network of commons-based 
co-production activity built into everyday life.

The second level would see the development of community businesses, co-
operatives and hybrid venture through the platform incubation programmes.

WHAT SCALING LOOKS LIKE

Introduction to scaling

An integrated ecosystem

Cooking and eating

Growing and energy

Making, repairing, sharing and trading

Learning and working

Families

60
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Scaling participation 
and outcomes

A vision for a participatory culture and its potential to 
lift all boats 

Data from the first phase of The Open Works, in particular 
the interviews, shows a correlation between the amount of 
participation and the level of potential outcomes.

By examining the scope for scaling up on each individual 
project prototyped in year 1, through to years 2 and 3, an 
exciting vision begins to emerge. Not only had the platform 
and open source approach created opportunities to replicate 
instances of a given project, but with further investment the 
economic opportunities begin to grow too. 

Indications from Year 1, show that emerging opportunities 
have the potential to appear quickly, and that further 
organisational infrastructures would need to be developed 
to support and encourage these.

In summary, by the end of the 3rd year of development, 
we envisage the potential for the platform to become a 
backbone, providing infrastructure and financing for a 
high density ecosystem of commons-based projects and 
participation opportunities, which in turn will become fertile 
ground for the incubation of a network of mutually supporting 
social ventures.

Strategically this potential offers many exciting and novel 
opportunities to effect a whole system change at local level, 
with each step of development being designed and tested 
live, through collaboration with all actors. 

In the first year the infrastructures for designing and testing 
new projects were put in place. For years two and three further 
infrastructures will need to be developed.

In order for local people to benefit from participating as 
much as possible the goals for years two and three can be 
outlined as follows:

• Widen the demographic of those participating - age, 
culture, economic status.

• Increase the number of people participating.

• Increase the frequency of people participating.

In order to achieve these goals it is proposed that the 
following strategy be implemented:

• Mini-platforms to be seeded and supported throughout 
the local area, making it easier for people to take part 
as part of daily life. These mini-platforms offer the most 
potential if developed through local housing estates, 
community centres and schools - all of which are very 
motivated to encourage wider participation.

• More project instances to be seeded and supported - 
with more frequent activities.

• Infrastructures to be developed to support the evolution 
and growth of the platform including: institutional ballast, 
collective impact investment, metrics, digital support, 
whole system learning and the development of new 
co-production methodologies.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Number of people involved 1,000 2,500 5,000

Number of participation opportunities 2,500 12,000 35,000

Percentage of 3 ward population of 
34,500 participating

3% 7% 15%

Number of projects

16 live prototypes
2 early discovery 

ideas
29 local instances

20 projects 
10 live prototypes
96 local instances

30 projects
10 live prototypes
250 local instances

Number of social ventures
12 Civic Incubators

10 Start Here
12 Civic Incubators

10 Start Here

Number of spaces 24 72 144

Number of platforms 1 HQ
1 HQ

4 mini-platforms
1 HQ

6 mini-platforms

%

These estimates are based on totalling the scaling projection from each individual project, see Project Directory from 
page 258 for details.
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Everyday 
activity and 
commons 
production

COLLECTIVE EFFECTS NETWORK EFFECTS DIRECT EFFECTS

All people

People with
lived experience

People with
specialist needs

People who
are well and secure

Direct impact to 
individual and family

Access to networks, 
peer-to-peer learning. 
Support to develop 
ideas and spaces

Social mobility

Increase in health,
happiness, skills, 

confidence 
and interests 

Health / wellbeing

Emergence as a result of 
increased connectivity

New flows to human, 
economic and 

institutional resources

Neighbourliness and 
informal helping

New ideas, initiatives 
and partnerships Self - employmentEmployment

Collective impact 
of many people

 participating

Reduce local 
carbon footprint

Green and clean

Access to human, 
economic and 

institutional resources 
Social mobility

Ready to take up opportunities for employment,  
self-employment and venture development

Financial improvement for individuals and families

PARTICIPATION MAP
This diagram shows the elements of a participatory ecosystem at Year 3.

Incubates 
Projects
Level 1

Institutional 
infrastructures develop

Collective impact 
funding and investment 

mechanisms

Investment in 
commons-based 

public infrastructures Local residents 
invest in

neighbourhood

Local government 
& partners % tax

Foundations 
grants for need 

specific outcomes

Investment in civic 
property infrastructures

Investment in civic 
ventures

Learning

Governance

Tech and metrics

Investment in 
ongoing platform

PLATFORM CO-PRODUCTION 
INFRASTRUCTURE

People participate in 
project activity

Social investors

% people wish 
to develop platform

% people 
participate regularly

% people wish to 
develop new and 
existing projects

Creates 
network 

of people

Incubation 
Ventures
Level 2
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12 local kitchens

1 super kitchen

Photo: PieLab

650 regular cooks

3 Food incubation programmes

12,000 meals batch 

co-produced each year

Photo: The Great Cook

12 community food product and 

specialist community businesses 

30,000 baby meals produced 

each year

SCALING BY YEAR 3 
Cooking and eating

Level 1 - Everyday Commons Infrastructure

Level 2 - Community Businesses and Venture Development Infrastructures

3 x Public dry stores  

Community bulk buying 

Food making equipment share

150 food sharing events per year 4000 - 5000 participants 36 West Norwood Soup events 

per year

These draft diagrams aim to show what scaling would look 
like - at year 3 in a borough or town of approximately 50,000 
people.
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35 Open Orchard sites

350 fruit trees

5 large growing spaces and 

polytunnels for urban farming

350 Public Gardeners

Photo: Open Orchard planting

Distributed renewable energy 

network with 200 sites

Public Chickens 

3 local bike workshops

Photo: I love your bike project

Public Bees

Photo: Bootstrap Bees

45 micro composting and 

recycling sites

Level 1 - Everyday Commons Infrastructure

SCALING BY YEAR 3 
Growing and energy

Level 2 - Community Businesses and Venture Development Infrastructures

52 bee friendly planting spaces

Photo: Bzz Garage

3 Urban Farming incubator programmes

Network of 150 back garden greenhouses growing for 

public food events

6 community food businesses 

and independent ventures

12 Public Tool Sheds

These draft diagrams aim to show what scaling would look 
like - at year 3 in a borough or town of approximately 50,000 
people.
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Level 1 - Everyday Commons Infrastructure

Level 2 - Community Businesses and Venture Development Infrastructures

Level 2 - Community Businesses And Venture Development Infrastructures - Retail

SCALING BY YEAR 3 
Making, Repairing, Sharing and Trading

9 hyper local clean making 

workshops Photo: Sweat Shop

2 super workshops for 

clean making

Photo: Everyday Sustainability

4 box collaborations within 

existing shops

Network of 33 makers and fixers

Photo: The Stitch

1 super workshop for fabrication 

and micro manufacturing

100’s of baby toys and 

clothing made

Network of 120 self-employed 

makers in shared shops

2 market stalls monthly

Photo: The Stitch at FEAST

100’s of items repaired 

each year

5 community fabric 

businesses

2 stand alone box shops

Open source clothing making

Makers incubator 

programmes

6 hyperlocal workshops for messy 

making and repairing

Photo: Mens Shed

2 fabrication businesses

2 makers concept shops

Photo: Labour and Wait

9 Sharing Sheds for general and 

specialist goods e.g. to support  

bulk cooking and production

Community mobile equipment 

sharing resource

Photo: Tell a Story

4 specialist shops

65 Repair cafe events to bring 

together broken items and 

skilled fixers

These draft diagrams aim to show what scaling would look 
like - at year 3 in a borough or town of approximately 50,000 
people.
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Level 1 - Everyday Commons Infrastructure

Level 2 - Community Businesses and Venture Development Infrastructures

SCALING BY YEAR 3 
Learning and Working

2 local co-working spaces

28 spaces made available for Trade 

School lessons

Community business incubators - 

including money

Photo: Brixton Pound

1000 people participate 

regularly in lessons

Energy incubator

3200 lesson opportunities per year 

Photo: Sourdough Trade School

Digital fabrication 

incubator

Photo: 3D printing Trade School

Urban Farming incubator programmes

8 local cafes and restaurants 

available for Public Office 

meetups

Collaborative childcare incubator

Network of of 260 people meet regularly - 

364 opportunities per year

Education incubator Venture incubator

Photo: People’s Liberty incubator

Mobile book and 

learning projects

Photo: The Uni Project

These draft diagrams aim to show what scaling would look 
like - at year 3 in a borough or town of approximately 50,000 
people.
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SCALING BY YEAR 3 
Families

Level 1 - Everyday Commons Infrastructure

Level 2 - Community Businesses and Venture Development Infrastructures

15 Play Streets

4 collaborative childcare 

community businesses

Photo: Hacker Mums

Network of 300 families working 

together to support one 

another

1000’s of baby toys and

clothing made

30,000 baby meals 

produced each year

15 spaces for Department of Tinkerers

These draft diagrams aim to show what scaling would look 
like - at year 3 in a borough or town of approximately 50,000 
people.
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Analysis and emerging 
frameworks for scaling

ANALYSIS AND EMERGING FRAMEWORKS FOR SCALING

Feasibility
The Open Works platform

Collective impact for scaling

Collective investment for distributed outcomes

Inclusive and open digital participation

Smart metrics and measures

Learning frameworks

Inclusivity
The need for inclusivity

Expanding the scope of inclusivity

Designing in equality of access

What we learnt in Year 1

Increasing co-production for bridging and access

Emerging co-production taxonomy

Proximity as scaling strategy

Idea diffusion theory

Demographic data - Gender

Demographic data - Age

Demographic data - Ethnicity

Demographic data - Disability

Creating value
Compound outcomes frameworks

Outcomes data

Common high outcomes

Project specific outcomes
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This section presents an analysis of the data gathered from the project 
through the codification of the in-depth interviews, the digital scales, 

equalities data and foundational research.

The aim of this analysis has been to draw as much understanding as possible 
from the early data emerging from the project, and to consider how these 

findings might help to support the further development of the approach and 
infrastructures. 

The methods used to extrapolate have involved synthesising multiple sources 
of data and using inductive and abductive reasoning methods, in order to 

draft frameworks for the next stage of development.
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Designing an open innovation platform for scaling

The Open Works was set up as an experimental platform 
to combine the features of innovation platforms and the 
necessary incubation structures for growing new local 
participation projects. 

The platform allowed a re-design of existing participation 
infrastructures by making it easy for a single resident to come 
through the shop door (the platform HQ), get inspired by the 
project ideas we introduced, and start a project the same day. 
The platform’s role was to inspire and co-design participatory 
projects with local residents; incorporate the design principles; 
connect people and ideas; source functional spaces; and take 
responsibility for necessary concerns such as insurance and 
safety at a network level.  See page 226 for more detail on 
the project incubation process.

General features of platforms

Innovations such as the iPhone, co-working spaces, or digital 
platforms such as Etsy online marketplace or Kickstarter 
crowdfunding share some key characteristics which underpin 
their success in achieving widespread engagement.

Some of these features include:

Open invitation
Enabling and inviting participation and co-production - rather 
than providing a service.

Creative participation
Encouraging open creativity - rather than prescribing 
solutions.

Unpredictable inputs from many players
Depending on unpredictable inputs from many unpredictable 
players - rather than targeting or specifying.

Creating the conditions
Setting up infrastructures and protocols within which creative 
thinking is strongly supported.

What the platform produced

The platform structure meant that residents didn’t have to 
form constituted groups, open bank accounts, apply for 
grants or make heavy long term organisational commitments. 
It enabled people to design and test an idea rapidly and 
easily. 

Twenty different projects were prototyped and tested over the 
12 months, forming a mutually supportive network of people, 
ideas and activity – rather than a network of organisations 
competing for individual funding and volunteers. The platform 
promoted activity as a unified collection of interesting 
opportunities to take part.

The platform approach enabled a living, breathing ecology 
of activity to be developed. One in which people were able 
to grow their level of involvement, from initial curiosity and 
enquiry, to first experiences of new types of participation 
culture, to initiating new projects. It has also allowed people 
to step out for periods of time depending on their life 
commitments, such as work, family or illness. The research 
showed that openness and flexibility were key to many 
people taking part. It is also common sense that if we want 
participation to  be accessible to everyone it needs to fit into 
the flow of everybody’s lives.

The platform also allowed for people to develop new projects 
with a large group of co-builders, and not to lead them for 
extended periods, when they might wish to develop further 
ideas.

‘For commons-style thinking to take hold, 
we would need to move beyond quaint 
notions of the gift economy and engage in 
systemic restructuring.’

Justin McGuirk, 
The Guardian, June 2015

Feasibility 
The Open Works platform

The Great Cook

The Open Works shop

The Stitch

Public Gardener badges

Open Orchard

Bzz Garage
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The platform approach created the possibility of the following:

Feasibility 
The Open Works platform

1
A flat and equal interpersonal dynamic The shop and the project team culture created a flat platform removing typical power dynamics 

between council and residents and between residents themselves. This allowed relationships 
to flourish and for ideas to flow.

2
A cohesive and progressive 
developmental strategy

A cohesive and effective strategy allowed for an integration of ideas, people and spaces and 
connected them in a creative process of development. This encouraged a network of cross-
fertilisation and mutual support to develop.

3
Multiple entry points for involvement 
(interests, roles, commitment, times) 
and low threshold

The platform encouraged a range of projects and roles to be co-produced - each opportunity 
creating a different kind of entry point for individuals to connect with the project, often based 
on their interests or talents.

4
Combining the necessary ingredients 
for projects to succeed

The platform included all the essential ingredients the research showed were needed: fresh 
inspiration, ideas and models; design and developmental thinking; spaces; new methods and 
practices; finance; partnerships and support.

5
Design principles were embedded 
across all projects

The co-design process with residents and the team ensured the embedding of the design 
principles for both the platform and the projects to encourage participation and equality of 
access and ensured that the open projects weren’t commercialised.

6
Effective collaborative branding and 
communications

The collaborative branding and collective communication strategy ensured that projects were 
promoted as a network of ideas and activities. Individual projects could reply on the collective 
communications, which increased the sense of collective endeavour.

7
Rapid testing created ensured 
momentum

Enthusiasm dissolves quickly. The platform structures allowed ideas to get on the ground 
quickly, making the process exciting for the project teams and making test results quick and 
effective. This helped create valuable momentum, a key ingredient in building a system.

8
Centrally organised insurances, safety 
and money

A centrally organised approach to insurances, safety and money meant the residents could 
test ideas without groups, committees or structures - counteracting the rigidity and formality 
of traditional systems to encourage participation.

9
Development of an emerging 
framework for distributed outcomes 
and collective investment

The platform has created an outcomes generating vehicle, through which multiple players 
might invest in a neighbourhood collectively for shared outcomes.

Platform challenges in building the next stages

For institutions

Commissioning models
Investing in a platform approach as a way of generating 
outcomes is different to most commissioning models. The 
typical commissioning cycle deployed across the UK requires 
a controlled process of service definition, tendering and 
evaluation. Platforms are designed to create the conditions 
for connections, emergence and outcomes, which is an 
entirely different process that cannot be pushed into the 
commissioning cycles described. See page 86 for emerging 
framework for collective investment.

Commissioning roles, skills and processes 
The approach changes institutional roles from buying and 
controlling outcomes through performance monitoring and 
value for money evaluations - to building a platform and 
designing a system of infrastructures that builds relationships. 
This requires that a different mindset and approach be well 
understood internally, otherwise projects won’t galvanise 
sufficient strength and support in the system to be successful.

“You have an idea. Bang! Let’s get together 
and do it… What you see here, is that 
Lambeth is very up to date.”

Participant

For platform approach

Platforms need to develop reliability
The challenge for platforms is to become reliable generators 
of measurable outcomes. If platforms are to become a 
credible partner with professional activities and services, 
participation platforms of this kind will need to develop 
technical systems and methods of seeing the aggregation 
of outcomes across a distributed network - which will include 
thousands of instances of participation. Developing a suite 
of new and existing metrics, including proxy measures, 
supported by new technologies will be key to enabling the 
necessary visibility and reliability.

Project and platform incubation skills
Facilitating the platform and incubating projects requires 
a new practice and knowledge of innovative models to be 
learned. The challenge is how, where and when that skill set 
can be developed quickly enough to scale the approach.

“It did inspire me that people were really 
action focused. OK let’s do this, let’s do it 
tomorrow, not in two weeks – that was really 
inspiring for me. 

It was the atmosphere, the positive 
atmosphere from people. ”

Participant
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Feasibility 
Collective impact for scaling

A key piece of evidence that the platform could  help to scale 
participation has been the positive response from participants 
in the Civic Incubator and people’s excitement at working 
together to develop the platform further.  

Our conclusion is that with a large network of practised and 
engaged participants, the platform can become a long term 
vehicle for building on the civic commons, collective impact 
social investment and commissioning, and for the growth of 
community businesses, civic hybrid initiatives and shared 
ownership.

This has been outlined in the ‘What scaling looks like’ section, 
and shows how the platform can support everyday commons 
activity, as well as building the necessary foundations for 
sustainable community businesses and other ventures.

The collectivity, the sense of shared purpose and mission that 
the platform approach created, resulted in the interviewed 
participants scoring this aspect as having a high increase.

These outcomes demonstrated people’s  increasing 
confidence about the community’s capacity to work together 
and is a core strand in the draft outcomes framework on 
page 123.

The questions and the scores are on the facing page.

Increased people’s trust in neighbours?

Made it easier for  the community to start new projects using 
existing local opportunities and resources?

Increased people’s sense  of safety in West Norwood? 

Increased the attractiveness  and vibrancy of West Norwood 
as a place to live?

Increased the community’s capacity to respond collectively 
to social, economic or environmental problems?

Increased the ability for people of different backgrounds to 
get on together?

Increased a sense of pride  and ownership over shared 
public spaces?

Increased the capacity for people to make collective decisions 
as a community?

Participants were asked to rate, on a scale from -5 to +5, what impact they thought 
the larger network of projects that The Open Works created had on the following 
collective factors. All responses were above 0 so the diagram above shows a scale 
of 0 to +5.

Do you think the network of projects that The Open Works created has:
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Feasibility 
Collective investment for distributed outcomes

Achieving widespread outcomes and transforming a 
neighbourhood using participation and collaboration as the 
organising logic requires us to rethink many infrastructures, 
including how we finance these outcomes.

There are several characteristics which make financing through 
a platform different from many of the existing methods of 
commissioning and granting. Below is an analysis of these 
differences.

For scaling, the recommendation is that a collective 
investment framework be developed in order that multiple 
players, who might have segmented goals to achieve e.g 
health outcomes or for young people, can come together 
to invest in a place. 

The platform and resulting participatory ecology becomes 
the vehicle for producing outcomes - across the whole 
population through activities that deliver multiple outcomes 
in a distributed network.

Traditional commissioning model Platform commissioning model

Organising logic Linear Networked

Starting point Problem Opportunity

Design model Outcome-based Meta outcome-based

Design process Service design / specified outcomes Opportunity based / multiple outcomes

Outcome vehicle Service or programme Projects and hybrid civic ventures

Commissioning action Targeted / direct Conditions for emerging projects

Resource type New financial procurement Investment and existing + new financial

Resource vehicle Delivery organisation Facilitation platform

Control High: Pre-defined Moderate: Opportunistic & emergent

Accountability Linear / mature Mutual / emergent

Learning framework Utilising existing local knowledge & resources Growing new knowledge and processes & utilising existing resources
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Equality of opportunity

Individual/family security and wellbeing
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Community cohesion

Increased number of informed citizens to engage in decision making and com
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Improvements in local economy

Increase the vibrancy and attractiveness of neighbourhood as a place to live
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Young people

Social care
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Employment and training

DemocracyIndividual organisational areas of focus

Equality of opportunity

Individual/family security and wellbeing

Social mobility

Community cohesion

Increased number of informed citizens to engage in decision making and com
m

issioning

Improvements in local economy

Increase the vibrancy and attractiveness of neighbourhood as a place to live

Environmentally, socially, economically sustainable community

Healthand wellbeing

Young people

Social care

Education

Environment

Crime

Elderly

Employment and training

DemocracyIndividual organisational areas of focus

Distributed 
outcomes 
framework

Collective
investment 
framework
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Feasibility 
Inclusive and open digital participation

In Year 1, inexpensive web platforms and applications were 
used in combination to provide the required functionality.  
For example The Great Cook project used a Squarespace 
template website and embedded Eventbrite tools to allow 
people to register which ingredients they would be bringing.

The reasons for taking a light approach in the first year were 
as follows:

• To keep down the costs for the prototype year.

• To allow the technology requirements to emerge as the 
project developed. No single digital platform exactly 
suited the needs of the project.

• To use technology to scale more effectively as investment 
in the project was more certain.

For scaling projects, participation opportunities and 
investment, technology will become an essential and practical 
tool.

With an anticipated 5,000 people participating through 35,000 
opportunities by Year 3, mobile and technology tools will 
become vital for the participatory ecosystems to function 

effectively. It is proposed that a public platform be developed 
that has the following functionality:

• Communication of information from projects and mini-
platforms to the public.

• Phone applications that make it easy for an individual 
to find out what participation opportunities there are 
throughout the area - and functionality to allow event 
specific responses e.g. picking barter items or ingredients 
to bring.

• Web and app forms that enable people who participate 
to communicate with each other directly, in groups and 
through projects in order to develop ideas and grow 
projects.

• Phone applications that allow participants to send live 
outcomes data and feedback to the database.

• A data analysis system that collects and analyses multiple 
forms of data and feeds this back to the public platform 
in order that participants can view the collective impacts 
of participation through Public Metrics.

 
Overleaf is a draft metrics framework.

In Germany, blood donors receive text messages when their 
blood is used to save a life. These rapid feedback loops are 
very different from the long term and often invisible effects 
of representative participation.

Public metrics are already used for environmental measures 
through live data dashboards. Participatory data, including 
collective outcomes and economic benefits would make the 
system effects more visible and encourage participation.

People Project information

Public platform

Participation 
data

Outcome
data

Metric A

Metric B

Metric C

Data analysis

Public metrics
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Type of outcome Outcome examples Source Method

Direct individual 
effects of
participating in 
projects

Level 1
Health, happiness and wellbeing, money saving, 

increased exercise, increased networks

Live self-report participating out-

come data
Phone / web

Level 2
Improved health and wellbeing for individual 

and family

Self-reported factual data

relating to levels of assistance from 

professionals e.g. medical, social 

services, food bank use

Phone / web

Narrative / interview

Level 3
Employment /  self-employment

Improved individual and family finances

Self-reported factual data relating 

to benefits received, employment 

or self employment

Phone / web

Narrative / interview

Collective effects 
of many people 
participating in 
microactivity

Level 1

Project co-production e.g amount of food grown, 

lessons, public spaces

Health, education, employment effects, recycling

Projects self-report

Individual self report

Government metrics

Phone / web

Open data

Level 2
Local carbon footprint

Locality greener and cleaner

Projects statistics

Government metrics

Phone / web

Open data

Level 3

Pride and ownership of public spaces

Increased awareness and opportunities for

environmental behaviours

Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Network effects 
of building and 
participating in 
projects

Level 1

Strategic development of institutional platform

Emergent relationships and new ideas

Emergent relationships and new

knowledge flows

Platform outputs and data

Self-report and platform data / 

research

Self-report and platform data / 

research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Level 2

Development of commons-based platform for 

social investment

New projects, business and hybrid social ventures

Neighbourliness

Access to services and resources

Platform statistics

Platform statistics

Self-report

Self and professional report

Routine collection

Routine collection

Phone / web / interview

Phone / web / interview

Level 3
Creation of large, active & connected community 

Hybrid social ventures

Platform statistics

Platform statistics

Routine collection

Routine collection

Environmentally, socially, economically

sustainable community

Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Increased vibrancy and attractiveness

of West Norwood as a place to live
Platform statistics

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Improvements in local economy Government statistics Routine collection

Increased number of informed citizens

engaging in decision making and commissioning

Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Community cohesion
Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Social mobility
Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Individual/family security and wellbeing Government statistics Routine collection

Equality of opportunity
Platform statistics / government

metrics / research

Phone / web / interview

routine collection

Participating in practical projects

becomes a normal part of everyday experience
Platform statistics

Phone / web / interview

routine collection
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“It’s almost like creating your own little 
Silicon Valley.

The Open Works is an ecosystem, like a 
biosphere of ideas.

I think the impact on the surrounding area, 
and even beyond that, is going to be incredible, 
it’s going to empower people. 

It’s going to empower the young people, the 
old people, the middle aged people, to really 
actually start caring about their community 
a bit more.”

Participant
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A learning model for building new participatory ecologies

If many systems are designed around a participatory 
ecosystem there is going to be a lot to unlearn and relearn.

In emerging new fields learning is critical for an approach to 
be able to scale. Learning itself needs to be designed and 
be an integral part of the new system.

An outline model for learning in this new environment is 
depicted below. It is suggested that all learning should 
happen in the first instance, in a live, system-building context 
- whether it is building new frameworks, or designing and 
testing new projects.

Due to the complexity of these larger issues the research 
process for The Open Works focused on looking for in

Learning

Design and testExperience and 
observation

Emerging 
frameworks and theory

Live project context 
building complete system

Feasibility 
Learning frameworks

Multi-level learning opportunities and scaffolding

It is expected that learning occurs systematically throughout 
the project - from project developers, local residents, platform 
builders and people wanting to build systems elsewhere.

Learning frameworks should be established early in the 
project - and be a part of everyday practice.

Building new knowledge

It is recognised that new knowledge will need to be built 
throughout the development of a complete system. This 
means that knowledge building cannot be separated from 
the learning and they need to work hand in hand to codify 
and analyse - and redesign as the system is developed.

Due to the complexity of these larger issues the research 
process for The Open Works focused on looking for in

Incubator Programmes
Hybrid ventures
Community businesses

Programmes for individuals 
& groups

Platform building
Designing systems 
for platform

Programmes for 
individuals & groups
One-to-one training 
and mentoring

Host
Co-build
Initiate
Develop project

One-to-one project incubation
Group project incubation

Drop in 
Participate

Self-initiated learning

Design meetings
Workshops
Hacks
Festivals
Site visits
Incubation 
programmes

1

2

3

4
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A new universal approach must be inclusive

Inclusivity needs to be ‘designed in’ to realise our ambition to 
develop a universal approach to participation. If participation 
is to be a key ingredient for re-organising local systems to 
be more equitable and sustainable, we need to design, test 
and analyse our way towards developing new practices which 
achieve inclusivity.

Inclusivity policies in society

There are a number of different terms, practices and laws 
which relate to inclusivity. Inclusivity is based on a common 
ethical assertion:  everyone’s wellbeing is of equal importance. 
Terms used include equalities, inclusion, social justice, 
equality of access, or equality of opportunity. Equality is a 
big focus of attention currently as market forces and changes 
in our larger economic systems have seen growing gaps in 
economic wellbeing, indicated by differences in wealth, life 
expectancy and social mobility in the UK population. 

For wealth - the richest 10% of households hold 44% of all 
wealth. The poorest 50%, by contrast, own just 9.5%. (1)

For life expectancy - there is an 8 year gap between men 
living in the poorest areas of the UK and the average life 
expectancy, compared to a 7 year gap for women. (2)

Social mobility in the UK is the lowest in the developed world. 
There is a strong link between a lack of social mobility and 
inequality - and the UK has both. (3)

Two practical measures are legally enforced: 

Employment - the Equality Act 2010 states that the 9 protected 
characteristics of age, disability, gender reassignment, 
marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, 
race, religion and belief, sex and sexual orientation should not 
be used to discriminate against anyone in or when seeking 
employment.

Equal access to services and resources - public bodies need 
to pay due regard to eliminate any unlawful discrimation, 
advance equality of opportunity, and foster good relations 
between people who share a protected characteristic and 
people who do not share it.

Inclusivity and a universal approach to participation

If a new universal participatory approach is to be designed, 
it should use all the knowledge and understanding we have 
to build a system for health, wellbeing and prosperity for 
everyone. 

In The Open Works project, working through issues of 
inclusion has been complicated. The challenges between 
design principles for inclusivity on one hand, and equalities 
practices within the council on the other, provided us with 
an invaluable opportunity to stretch the team’s thinking. 
(See chart on design principles page 98). It is not without 
its complexity, and these issues will only be fully resolved 
when the approach is further developed and scaled, but 
the overall conclusion is this: that the scope of our thinking 
regarding inclusivity needs to be significantly expanded and 
new frameworks developed to incorporate this expansion.

We are compelled to re-examine and re-define this scope 
because of the emerging context and practices of The 
Open Works platform.  This is a new dynamic where people 
are participating in activities with other people in mutually 
beneficial ways, and if this is a new way of living more 
sustainably as individuals and communities we cannot afford 
for anyone to be left on the sidelines.

We need the approach to be ethical 
If participation is to be part of a new ecosystem of outcomes, 
funded at least in part by public funds, then there is an 
obligation to ‘design in’ inclusivity for ethical reasons.

We need the approach to be effective 
If the benefits are to be maximised it will require that all types 
of people from across a community come together regularly 
in order to enable the connecting of human and physical 
resources and to build bridging social capital.

We need to approach to be preventative 
If we want participation to be part of a prevention ecology  - 
supporting people out of crisis into wellbeing, and preventing 
relapse or decline from wellbeing into crisis - we have to 
widen the scope from simply taking account of who people 
are (ie. their demographic profile), to include where people 
are in their lives, (i.e. their current situations).

Inclusivity 
The need for inclusivity

“As individuals, and as a society, we have everything to gain, 

and everything to lose, in how well we manage our need 

for human connection. With new patterns of immigration 

changing established cultures throughout the world, the 

importance of transcending tribalism to find common 

ground has never been greater.  

Loneliness heightens our threat surveillance and impairs our 

cognitive abilities, but also the ways in which the warmth of 

genuine connection frees our minds to focus on whatever 

challenges lie before us… feelings of social isolation deprive 

us of vast reservoirs of creativity and energy.”

Professor John Cacioppo
Center for Cognitive and Social Neuroscience
University of Chicago

[1] Household, 2010-2012

Office of National Statistics. www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk

[2] James E Bennett et al. (2015) The future of life expectancy and life expectancy inequalities in England and Wales: Bayesian spatiotemporal forecasting. 

www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)60296-3/abstract

[3] www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2012/may/22/social-mobility-data-charts
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In order to start to derive full benefits from the potential of 
a scaled up participatory ecology we will need to expand 
the scope of how we think about inclusivity - to incorporate 
people’s life situation, as well as who they are.

Who people are

Age, gender, ethnicity, and disability is  largely the focus of 
current equalities legislation.

People’s current situation

Life situations vary during our lifespan and are influenced in 
some degree by who we are (age, gender etc.) but also by a 
host of other important factors such as family backgrounds, 
health, social networks, or the places we live. (See protective 
factors in the Executive Summary from page 24.)

These life situations lead to both short and long term 
problems. They often start as small and temporary, but can 
become severe and permanent.

Inclusivity 
Expanding the scope of inclusivity 

Depression as an illustrative example for expanding our 
scope of inclusivity

Depression is complex and is a good example of a problem  
that is growing, and is interrelated with many other issues.

Depression effects a lot of people
25% of the UK population experience a mental health issue 
in any one year - mostly a mix of anxiety and depression.

10% percent of children have a mental health problem at 
any one time.

Depression affects 20% of older people.

Self-harm statistics for the UK show one of the highest rates 
in Europe: 400 per 100,000 population.

Depression costs a lot of money
The cost of depression in England alone is estimated at 
£105.2 billion.

Causes of depression are complex
Depression can be caused by hereditary and family factors, 
but it can also be triggered by stressful life situations, known 
as situational depression. These can include health related 
situations, such as postnatal depression, or an illness such 
as cancer or diabetes. They also include times of transition 
or loss, such as losing a job, getting divorced, bereavement, 
retiring or being a victim of abuse or a crime. 

Situational depression can be short term as a person 
recovers, but it can turn into long term depression if 
situations become more permanent, such as long term 
unemployment.

Multiple ways to help depression and stay well
Help includes therapies, medications and improvements 
in life situations.

Studies also suggest that everyday actives and practices can 
account for 40% of our mental wellbeing - activities that we 
self initiate as individuals (Lyubomirsky 2007, Lyubornirsky, 
Sheldon, Schkade, 2005).

NEF’s 5 Ways to Wellbeing is based on this research and 
includes: connect with people, give, keep learning, be 
active, take notice. [1]

Unfortunately many people don’t know how to manage 
depression symptoms or their lives are too stressful to take 
up opportunities to manage them in healthy ways, and can 
start to rely on alcohol and other substances.

Life situations and The Open Works
90% of participants interviewed were experiencing changes 
in their lives.

The ecosystem of projects and activities provides a host of 
opportunities for people to enact the 5 Ways to Wellbeing.

[1] http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/entry/five-
ways-to-well-being-the-evidence

“There was a lady at the supper who described 
how she lost her husband last year after an illness. 
I would never have spent time with any older 
people in this community because I don’t work 
with those people - it’s like I’m really missing 
this. 

I am missing the younger people and the older 
people. Here’s this older, vulnerable member of 
the community who sounds like she’s grieving 
still perhaps, but here she is. And she’s got stories 
to tell, and she’ll come and  support the project 
with the plants she brings, and she’s made some 
really nice food she’s brought here. And how 
amazing is that?”

Participant
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Practical factors

Human factors

POTENTIAL BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION

DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
OF THE PLATFORM 
AND PROJECTS
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Time
constraints

Location 
too far 

from home

Participation
perceived as
complicated 

until experienced

 Financial
constraints

Not 
knowing what
participation
opportunities
are available

Current range
of projects 

not appealing 
to individual

interests

Social
confidence

(personal and
cultural)

Health and
wellbeing
constraints

(physical and
mental)

Novelty of
participation

culture

Previous
negative

participation
experiences

Previous
negative

experiences of
labelling and

receiving charity

1 Low commitment, short activities,
drop in, different times of day or week

2 Low or no cost

3 Projects models designed as 
uncomplicated interactions

4 Wide range of opportunities
(roles, activities, purpose)

5 Opportunities close to home and with 
wheelchair access

6 Practical activities engaging a range 
of skills from beginner to expert

7 Mutually beneficial
(contribute and benefit)

8 Effective/accessible comms - digital,
shop, posters, newspapers, phone

9 Action orientated, immediate results

10 Open invitation to all. Self initiated 
rather than targeted

11 Encouragement/ introduction/
accompaniment (friends/helpers)

12 Open, welcoming and friendly
experience

13 Co-production design and culture

14 No back story required to participate - 
equal footing (some for research only)

15 Cheerful and clear communications

Year 1 showed a
that people who
participated 
lived nearby the 
activity. Living 
further from the 
activity is a barrier 
to participation, 
particularly if 
regular, frequent  
ongoing activity is 
encouraged.

Public participation 
currently often 
representative 
with a perception 
that knowledge 
and skills needed 
- perception of 
unknown complexity 
of involvement.

Lack of funds can 
prevent people 
from participating 
and  experiencing 
the benefits, 
often the people 
most in need of 
participation, 
access to support  
and wider 
networks.

 Projects are largely 
interest or skills 
based - people 
have waited until a 
new project grabs 
their imagination.

Introversion,
shyness or social 
anxiety can 
prevent people 
from enjoying 
actvities with
others -
particularly with 
people from 
different social 
groups.
Participation
currently favours 
high levels of
confidence.

Recovering from 
health issues or
experiencing
long term 
health issues or 
disabilities can 
put people off
participating if
they perceive 
the demands of 
the activity to be 
physically or
emotionally 
too high.

Participatory 
culture that is
practical and
part of everyday
life is relatively
novel for many
people. People
require the 
opportunity to
experience
participation
before it becomes
more culturally
normal.

Serious
committee work, 
dominant or 
challenging
personalities,
projects that
require long
term commitment, 
low flexibility, and 
involve too few 
people with too 
many
responsibilities
put people off
participating.

People appreciate 
being welcomed 
on an equal 
footing rather than 
because of labels 
associated with 
past difficulties.
Receiving charity 
causes people
embarrassment
about their 
situation.

Inclusivity
Designing in equality of access

POTENTIAL BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION
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“It hasn’t felt like charity, and that’s been 
very important. It’s been everybody, 
there's been real people working 
together, and on an equal level. People 
have been sharing their knowledge, 
and ideas and skills - someone putting 
an idea out there and people bouncing 
back ideas - and that’s been really good.” 

Participant

THE  STITCH
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Inclusivity 
What we learnt in Year 1

Achieved in Year 1 Data set Strategy to increase inclusivity Year 2 
and 3

Situational 
inclusivity

Short term or emerging from longer term 
challenges
Job loss, illness (personal or family)
Mental health
Transition stress e.g. retirement, divorce, 
moving house

Fully inclusive
Approximately 90% of the participants interviewed were experiencing 
short term challenges.
Change appears to trigger a need for social connection and friendship, as 
well as wish to learn and develop new skills.

Sample of 107 
interviews

This is likely a trend which will continue to prompt 
people to try participation of this kind for the first 
time.

Situational 
inclusivity

Long term difficulty
Disabilities
Long term unemployed
Long term health or mental health issues

Initially inclusive
People with mental and physical disabilities enjoyed taking part, but 
needed introduction or accompaniment by friends or professionals.
Potential to be fully inclusive as project scales.

Sample of 107 
interviews
Equalities 
information

Increase co-production with local service 
organisations.
Design participatory infrastructures to help people 
progress towards employment readiness.

Situational 
inclusivity

Severe and multiple disadvantage
Multiple difficulties including homelessness, 
addiction, abuse, poverty

Unknown
No data available.
High potential to be fully inclusive as project scales through co-production 
with innovative services.

Sample of 107 
interviews

People experiencing SMD would not at times 
be well enough to participate in this type of 
activity., but should benefit from the peer-to-peer 
participation as their situation improves and co-
production with professionals becomes effective. 
See discussion.

Cultural 
inclusivity Ethnicity

Fully inclusive
White participants were marginally over represented, black participants 
were marginally under represented and asian participants were marginally 
over represented compared to 3 ward average - but ethnically diverse 
groups present in all projects. See page 118 for details.
Potential to be more balanced as project scales.

Sample of 107 
interviews
Equalities 
information

Build more relationships with networks with ethnic 
minorities e.g. religious groups.
Create mini-platforms closer to where people live. 
Continue to develop a common culture in
communication and branding

Demographic 
inclusivity Age

Fully inclusive
Participants from all age groups took part, with a spike of 85% aged 
between 25 - 55.
Potential to be more equally balanced as project scales but likely tipping 
towards younger.

Equalities 
information

Create more mini-platforms and projects closer to 
where people of different ages spend time e.g. 
schools and sheltered housing.
Build more relationships with age related networks.

Demographic 
inclusivity Gender

Fully inclusive
Overall more women (68%) than men took part (32%) but the gender split 
was very dependent on the project and activity. See page 114.
Potential to be more balanced as project scales.

Education 
information

Continue to develop wide range of activities and 
roles.

Demographic 
inclusivity Social class

Initially inclusive
The only indicator of social class we have is educational attainment data 
from a small sample of 112 equalities information which showed this 
group to have high levels of education.
Potential to be fully inclusive as project scales.

Educational 
attainment
Equalities 
information 
112 sample

Create more mini-platforms and projects closer to 
where people live.
Continue to develop a common culture in 
communication and branding

Inclusivity achieved in Year 1

All sources of data showed a wide range of participation, 
attracting many different people from the margins and 
mainstream society. 

All sources confirmed that a wider diversity of age, gender, 
ethnicity, social class and circumstances could, and should, 
be strategically cultivated as the project scaled to achieve 
more balanced proportions. 

As described on the chart on page 98, the design principles 
aimed to overcome many of the practical and human 
barriers to participation. The interviews surfaced some of 
the factors that influenced the decisions to take part, from 
all backgrounds in the test period.

•	 Proximity to location of project activity is key. The high 
street location was some distance from much of the 
social housing in the area and this may have influenced 
the education level of participants.

•	 Idea diffusion theory includes the concept of innovators 
and early adopters and locally this will have influenced 
the general profile of early participants and initiators. 
See page 112 for further detail.

• The threshold for first experiences is very low, but not 
low enough in some cases. Where organisations working 
with young people or people with learning difficulties 
collaborated, these groups of people were likely to 
participate, were welcomed and enjoyed participating. 
This highlighted the need for introduction into the 
network of projects, by family, friends or neighbours 
to bridge any confidence or uncertainty factors, and in 
some cases accompaniment would be needed to bridge 
any health issues.

• Experiencing participation culture is the first step for 
many. Spending regular time and mixing with people 
from different backgrounds is often the next step.
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Inclusivity 
Increasing co-production for bridging and access

Scaling benefits to people most in need

Year 1 established early evidence that participating in projects 
created direct benefits for individuals - the more participation 
the greater the potential effect.

However an urgent and persistent challenge remains - 
how does investment in the platform and accompanied 
participatory ecosystem benefit people struggling most in 
their daily lives? 

This is vitally important to every responsible commissioner, 
and of particular interest to the Lankelly Chase Foundation, 
whose core focus is on severe and multiple disadvantage 
(SMD), and who are organisational partners in this research.

A fully inclusive, universal approach must be built on the 
enthusiasm, creativity and energy of every local citizen if we 
are to draw together and create a network connecting and 
sharing our human and material resources. The outcomes 
and benefits we discovered through The Open Works are 
derived through the act of participation itself. It is essential 
that our methods and thinking recognise SMD within a larger 
ecosystem that includes the journey between high levels of 
professional support, towards engagement with a sizable 
peer-to-peer participatory network. 

The diagram on the right depicts this journey between 
the two in relation to a person’s wellness to participate, 
which may apply in many SMD cases but not all. Health, 
either physical or mental health, includes a large wellness 
component, but other situations, such as homelessness may 
find a person well enough to participate in activities while 
receiving professional support. This link has already been 
made elsewhere, with examples of innovative programmes 
using activity-based participation as a tool to help people 
make progress - including doctors ‘social prescribing’. 

Overall our analysis is that it is these junctions between the 
professional support and the participatory network offer the 
potential for a sophisticated level of co-production between 
them, and they are key to building a fuller ecosystem of 
prevention, recovery and long term health.

How outcomes are achieved

Outcomes created systematically by participation at scale 
has recently been made possible through The Open Works 
platform approach. Until now the question of directing 
resources to the most in need has relied upon a delivery 
agent, commonly a service or a programme, largely delivered 
by paid professionals.

Based on concrete innovation examples we are seeing 
changes which show us that there is a new emerging taxonomy 
of the way in which outcomes can be achieved through other 
means, namely, through activities and hybrid ventures. 

See page 106 for a deconstruction of an emerging co-
production taxonomy that includes participation.

Who co-produces the outcomes
We are seeing these outcomes being co-produced by a 
mixture of professionals, people with current high needs, 
people with lived experiences, and the average person. The 
quantities of these mixtures vary, some requiring high levels 
of expertise and others requiring a peer-to-peer dynamic to 
either achieve support or to produce an activity.

Who benefits from the outcome
This varies from outcome to outcome, but an analysis 
suggests that outcomes might be direct to the individual 
or family, some might be collective effects of many smaller 
outcomes and others might be the result of networked effects. 

Critical needs and shareable talents and time
A key difference between these different types of co-
production are whether they are primarily concerned with 
the needs of a person or family or if they are unlocking their 
time and talents.

Research shows that until basic human needs have been met, 
engagement with creative or social activity can be difficult.  
While everyone, across the board, has talents they can share 
with others, the closer a person is to a critical situation e.g. 
poverty, health or abuse issues, the less likely it is that they 
will have the wellbeing, time or motivation to share those 
talents with those around them. This idea of ‘shareable 
assets’ is an important consideration, often overlooked in 
many asset-based discussions.

Emerging co-production taxonomy

Sharable talents and time

Benefits to individuals / families in critical situations

Benefits to all participants

Benefits to everyone and society

Professional support

Participatory network
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3

4

WHO CO-PRODUCES OUTCOMES ACTION THAT PRODUCES OUTCOMES

Person with 

specialist needs

Person with 

specialist needs

People with local 

knowledge & networks

People with local 

knowledge & networks

People with specialist 

platform expertise

Person with 

specialist expertise

Person with 

specialist expertise 

on universal service

Person with local 

government expertise

Emerging co-production taxonomy 

Person with 

specialist needs

Person with 

specialist needs

People benefit universally

People with talents / time

People with lived 

experience & talents / time

Local community

EXAMPLESRECIPIENTS OF OUTCOMES

1

Work together to produce outcome

Specialist health, housing, educational needs etc. Outcomes produced 

by specialist and person working together to find solutions. 

Professional consults public 

- outcome produced by professional

Consultations on planning issues, transport, parks, libraries and other 

provisions of universal benefit to the local community. Predominantly 

delivered by paid professionals.

Work together to produce outcome

Support groups with people who are experiencing similar problems. They 

work together to help each other achieve health and independence. 

These include groups that support health issues, parenting issues etc.

Build platform to produce ventures and activities

Platforms that support the development of ventures and projects e.g. 

The Open Works
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5

6

7

8

People with venture 

expertise

People with venture 

expertise

People with talents / time

People with talents / time

People with lived experience 

& talents / time

People with lived experience 

& talents / time

People with lived experience 

& talents / time

People with activity expertise

Emerging co-production taxonomy 

People with venture expertise

People with venture expertise

People benefit universally

People with talents / time

People with talents / time

People with lived 

experience & talents / time

People with lived 

experience & talents / time

People with lived experience 

& talents / time

People with lived experience 

& talents / time

Local community

Local community

Person with special needs

WHO CO-PRODUCES OUTCOMES ACTION THAT PRODUCES OUTCOMES EXAMPLESRECIPIENTS OF OUTCOMES

Build a venture together type 1

Black Country Make is a group of people who have experienced the 

hostel system and are setting up a venture to use digital making to 

create alternative hostel accommodation by converting garages on 

their estate.

Build a venture together type 2

Coffee shops and other regular enterprises which are set up with and 

for groups of people working to achieve health and independence 

Ventures do not specifically benefit people with specialist needs.

Do an activity together to produce an outcome

People from all walks of life do activities together that benefit each 

other directly through the activity, and the community indirectly 

through increased networks or reducing local carbon footprint e.g. 

making repairing and re-purposing through The Stitch.

Do an activity together to produce an outcome

Professionals and local residents work together to achieve benefits 

to those that take part and the wider community e.g. creating 

public gardens that improve the local area and encourage positive 

environmental change through the Bzz Garage.
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Inclusivity 
Proximity as scaling strategy

Proximity to the activity came through in the interviews as 
important. This was also confirmed through the postcode 
analysis of people taking part in Year 1 — which clearly 
showed a close geographic catchment around the location 
of the activities. Evidence has highlighted that different 
dynamics appear to be at play regarding location:

• Locations for projects and activities are likely to grow 
from personal relationships developed between the 
platform team and with local people, organisations and 
business - the nearer these are to the platform, the more 
likely they will be developed.

• The location of the activity is made more convenient 
by its closeness to where people live. If you are hoping 
to pop into a particular evening Trade School lesson it 
appears most people won’t take a bus trip to attend - but 
will walk a few blocks from their home.

• There are signs that cultural divides exist, which may put 
people off coming to a high street location, or venue 
which they don’t immediately identify with. 

• The communication strategy will have played a part in 
where people came from. The high street shop front was 
the primary method of providing a very low threshold of 
early interest in the project and this will have drawn in 
people walking past, to and from from work, school, or 
shopping during daytime hours.

The development of mini-platforms for scaling

Taking this all into consideration the scaling strategy proposes 
that people should not be targeted in order to make them 
travel further, but rather that if this activity is to become 
a normal part of daily life, that it should be seeded and 
supported closer to where people live. 

The plan would be for a number of mini-platforms to be 
developed over years two and three. It is currently not known 
how many mini-platforms will be required to encourage 
the fullest possible participation and accompanied level of 
outcomes to local residents, but a possible 6 mini-platforms 
may be required in a 3 ward area or small town.

Mini-platforms will be supported to replicate and adapt some 
of the available commons-based and open source projects. 
It is envisioned that these mini-platforms will be seeded and 
supported in a number of ways:

Through specific projects that have interested a particular 
group of people e.g. Open Orchard had six organising 
groups, some of who might develop further interests such 
as cooking through The Great Cook.

A group may already be involved in an area through a TRA 
or community centre, and may wish to start a mini-platform 
from scratch.

“Location was a really strong point for me because there are times that I can come back 
home at the end of the day and I’m exhausted, but to just go 5 minutes down the road 
and be with people is really easy. I would never have gone back into Brixton for that 
kind of event, even though it’s only 15  minutes down the road on a bus. 

Around 3 to 4 nights a week I can be eating on my own at home, and instead I got a 
whole evening of chat and music and connection which was great.”

Participant

Year 1

West Norwood is the 3 wards of Gipsy Hill, Thurlow Park and Knights Hill
Geographical coverage of Year 1 is based on a postcode analysis of participants

Year 2

Year 3

HQ

Tulse Hill

West Norwood
6

3

41

5

2

HQ

HQ 1 2 3

1 2 3 4 5 6HQ
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Inclusivity 
Idea diffusion theory for adoption of new participatory culture

Diffusion of an idea

Diffusion of innovations is a theory that seeks to explain 
how, why, and at what rate new ideas and technology 
spread through cultures. Everett Rogers, a professor of 
communication studies, popularised the theory in his book
Diffusion of Innovations; the book was first published in 1962. 

Rogers argues that diffusion is the process by which an 
innovation is communicated through certain channels over 
time among the participants in a social system. 

Rogers proposes that four main elements influence the 
spread of a new idea: the innovation itself, communication 
channels, time, and a social system. This process relies heavily 
on human capital. 

The innovation must be widely adopted in order to self-
sustain. Within the rate of adoption, there is a point at 
which an innovation reaches critical mass. The categories of 
adopters are: innovators, early adopters, early majority, late 
majority, and laggards. Diffusion manifests itself in different 
ways in various cultures and fields and is highly subject to the 
type of adopters and innovation-decision process.

Idea diffusion at The Open Works

There are many signs that some of the patterns identified 
through Rogers’ theories were present at The Open Works.

During the project many of the project initiators were 
particularly interested in developing new ideas. While its 
too early to define how many of the participants could be 
considered as early adopters, there is no doubt that many 
showed a very open and interested disposition.

As described later in this section 90% of the participants that 
were interviewed have experienced change in their personal 
lives in the previous year. There are indications that change 
or temporary difficulties can act as a prompt to participate 
and connect with other people - could this have encouraged 
the early trialling of ‘participation culture’ and increased 
openness to new ideas? 

As the platform and activities scale up, it will be interesting 
to measure how the adoption and increase in participation 
scales compare to the Rogers pattern.

Innovation adoption lifecycle (Rogers)

Innovators

2.5% 13.5% 16%34% 34%

Early Adoptors

Early Majority
Late Majority

Laggards

Inclusivity 
Demographics Year 1

Gathering the demographic data

We have approached the demographic data that was 
collected with some caution.

As explained earlier the drive for wider inclusivity has been 
at the core of the project throughout and the wish to gather 
data concerning this was strong. However, the where, when 
and how of collecting equalities data has been controversial 
in the team.

It is well known that people don’t like answering equalities 
data. People can get accustomed to it over time, but asking 
for personal equalties information at the first contact with 
the project was considered by some members of the team 
as a barrier to participation. The size of the risk of putting 
people off joining the project was not known, and impossible 
to establish. In the early months it was decided to test the 
dynamics of participation first - would people be interested in 
participating at all - before establishing if asking for equalities 
data very early was a significant barrier.

The idea of membership was deliberately designed to be 
extremely low threshold. Membership was free and asked 
for people’s support of the project as a general principle.

Gathering equalities information later in the project turned 
out to be more difficult than anticipated. As a result the 
data we have available is not for the complete cohort of 
participants as we would have liked. The largest sample we 
have is 243, out of just over 1000 participants.

Additionally, these samples are skewed towards people who
were more involved and participated regularly in the project,
as it proved almost impossible to gather data, through either 
the questionnaire or the in-depth interviews from people who 
were dormant members or participated less frequently. This 
is logical, as people more invested in the project were more 
prepared to give time to answering a long questionnaire or 
coming to one hour interviews, but nonetheless it has been 
a frustration for the research aspects of the project.

The demographic data on the following pages is based on
variable data depending on the factor being analysed, and 
is not considered completely reliable.

The information we do have is interesting, particularly when
compared with other types of participation, and it is with 
this in mind that the information is presented for discussion.

The most important aspect of this data, from a developmental
evaluation perspective, is whether it is reliable enough to 
help predict possible future patterns and guide the strategy
for scaling and ensuring inclusivity long term.
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Inclusivity 
Year 1 - Gender

Gender profiles for early adopters in Year 1

Who took part
Across all projects more women (68%) participated than 
men (32%).

The split between women and men varied in different projects 
or events. As shown, slightly more men participated in tree 
planting activities through the The Open Orchard project 
(55%), while a high majority of participants in The Stitch are 
women (90%).

Comparison to other types of participation

Volunteering
Overall there are very small differences between genders 
for volunteering.

NCVO research showed that women and men take on 
volunteering roles in different proportions - with women 
leaning towards practical roles (45% women 27% men), 
and men leaning towards leading and representing roles 
(42% leading 24% representing for men - 31% leading 12% 
representing for women).

Local councillors
Local council elected members are 69% men to 31% women.

Giving
Women are more likely to give than men (women 61%, men 
52%).

Possible patterns of participation in Years 2 and 3

The data from Year 1 suggests that gender participation is 
influenced by the activity.
 
Data from general volunteering research reveals that women 
engage more in practical activity, making it likely in the short 
and medium term that more women will participate than men 
in the practical projects developed by the platform.

Widening gender participation in Years 2 and 3

As the platform develops the following strategic actions are 
likely to create more gender balance for participation.

• Widening the range of projects and related activities.

• As the platform develops the number of organising roles 
will likely increase to include platform development, 
community businesses and project incubation.

32%

68%

31%

69%55%

45%

91%

9%

MenWomen

All volunteering

National census of local authority councillors 2010

Women Men

42%
24%

7%

27%

45% 31%

12%

12%

100

50

0

Local councillors

All Open Orchard The Stitch

Women

Leading

Communities and Local Government (2011) 
Citzenship Survey: 2010 - 2011 (April 2010 - 
March 2011), England (pdf)

Representing

Men

Practical Other

%

GENDER

The Open Works

NCVO Almanac 2011
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Age profiles for early adopters in Year 1

Who took part
85% of participants we have data for were aged between 
25 and 55.

Comparison to other types of participation

Volunteering
There are differences in age for all volunteering and an uplift 
around ages 35- 64, but this isn’t as significant as The Open 
Works.

Local councillors
The comparison with local councillors is very interesting as 
The Open Works is markedly younger, and local councillors 
are older.

Possible patterns of participation in Years 2 and 3

The nature of the participation, practical and innovative may 
mean this trend of attracting more people under 55 compared 
with the local population may continue. However the aim is to 
be fully inclusive and these naturally occuring trends can be 
countered with an effective strategy to include considerably 
more younger and older participants.

Widening gender participation in Years 2 and 3

As the platform develops the following strategic actions are 
likely to create more age balance for participation:

• Create more mini-platforms and projects closer to where 
people of different ages spend time e.g. schools and 
sheltered housing. 

• Build more relationships with age related networks.

Inclusivity 
Year 1 - Age

35 35

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 66-74 70+

25 25

20 20

30 30

15 15

10 10

5 5

under 24 under 2425-34 25-3435-44 35-4945-54 50-6455-64 65-7465-74 Over 75Over 75

Age

Age

Age

All volunteering - once a year

Approximately 80 children under 16 year old participated 
with their families and are not included in the above chart.

National census of local authority councillors 2010

The Open Works

The Open Works

Elected members

England 
population

35

25

20

30

15

10

5

%

% %

AGE

NCVO Almanac 2011

UK population 2011 census
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Inclusivity 
Year 1 - Ethnicity

Ethnicity profiles for early adopters in Year 1

Who took part
Compared with 3 ward data for West Norwood, white 
participants were 20% over represented, black participants 8% 
under represented, mixed participants 2% under represented 
and Asian participants 1% over represented.

Comparison to other types of participation

Volunteering
Black, Asian and Chinese or other ethnicities are significantly 
more likely to volunteer through the religious organisation 
they belong to.

Local councillors
97% of local councillors are white, which is over represented 
compared to the UK population at 80%.

Possible patterns of participation in Years 2 and 3

The picture the data presents shows long term potential for 
inclusivity on ethnicity.

Widening gender participation in Years 2 and 3

As the platform develops the following strategic actions are 
likely to create more balance in ethnicity for participation:

• Build more relationships with networks with ethnic 
minorities e.g. religious groups.

• Create mini-platforms closer to where people live.

• Continue to develop a common culture in communication 
and branding.

White Black Asian Chinese 
/ Other

30

100

White Black Mixed Asian Other

80

60

40

20

25

20

15

10

597%

3%

% of population formal volunteer once a year

% of those formal volunteer through religious groups

The Open Works

3 ward

UK population

National census of local authority councillors 2013

UK population 2011 census

3 ward data

Local councillors Ethnicity and religious affliation for volunteering

NCVO Almanac 2011
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20% 41% 49%

16%

26%

13%

26%
25%

%

ETHNICITY

The Open Works
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Inclusivity 
Year 1 - Disability

Disability profiles for early adopters in Year 1

Who took part
Compared with the Lambeth population, The Open Works 
participants with self-reported disability were representative 
at 12%.

Comparison to other types of participation

Volunteering
Volunteering finds it difficult to involve people with disabilities. 
Currently only 3% of all volunteers have a disability - which is 
14% lower than the proportion in the UK population.

Local councillors
The number of local councillors with disabilities is 
representative of the UK population.

Possible patterns of participation in Years 2 and 3

The picture the equalities data presents, together with the 
interview data shows shows long term potential for inclusivity 
on disabilities

Widening gender participation in Years 2 and 3

As the platform develops the following strategic actions are 
likely to create more balance in abilities across all participants:

• Create more mini-platforms and projects closer to where 
people of different abilities spend time e.g. supported 
housing. 

• Widen the range of projects and roles.

• Encourage introduction and accompaniment.

• Continue to develop a common culture in communication 
and branding.

Timebanking - 10 years data

Open Works

%
Lambeth population

All volunteering

UK population

Local councilors

Disability

20

15

10

5

The Open Works

“I’ve watched people blossom - I’ve 
watched their confidence blossom through 
connecting with people in the community 
and a couple of them have said that they 
don’t feel as isolated.

Overall I think the community is coming 
together and I think it’s benefited 
individuals, and I think it’s benefited the 
community as a whole too. I think it’s 
made people look at West Norwood and 
think: ‘can we move into the area so that 
we can be a part of what’s going on here?’”

Participant
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“I think that creating the space within
your community where you can come
and do something creative, you can 
produce something with your two hands, 
is a very powerful thing for people.”

Participant

A codification of the data has revealed an early framework 
for outcomes that are achievable through high levels 
of participation. The analysis revealed a complex set of 
interrelated outcomes which we have codified into the 
following draft framework for scaling. 

It is essential that we aim to understand the nature of outcomes 
that can be achieved from involvement in participation culture 
projects. In particular this understanding is important in 
seeing how participation culture can work more cohesively 
with existing activity, services, businesses and organisations. 

Currently, existing activity is being designed for achieving 
social outcomes without this new type of participation. This 
research revealed that many organisations experienced a 
benefit from incorporating the participation network and 
project ecosystem into the design of their work.

We have identified three type of outcomes: 

Direct effects 
These effects are to the individuals who take part, and they 
also transmit to their families.

Collective effects 
These are the aggregated result of many people doing 
many small actions. These include the production of the 
activities such as gardens, edible produce, skills - as well 
as the collective awareness and behaviours that result from 
taking part in the activities.

Networked effects 
These are emergent effects that result from the connectivity 
between participants. In our framework we have included: 

The effects of the strategic development we would undergo 
to scale up the platform.

The spontaneous emergence of projects, ventures and 
neighbourliness.

The set of correlated effects of increases in social capital.

Modes of agency

This outcomes framework incorporates the concept of agency. 
As described through social cognitive theory by Albert 
Bandura (2006), humans are both products and producers 
of their environments.

“Social cognitive theory distinguishes among three modes 
of agency, each of which is founded in people’s beliefs that 
they can influence the course of events by their actions. These 
include individual, proxy and collective agency. 

In personal agency exercised individually, people bring 
their influence to bear on their own functioning and on 
environmental events.

In many spheres of functioning, people do not have direct 
control over the social conditions and institutional practices 
that affect their everyday lives. In those circumstances, they 
seek their well-being, security and valued outcomes through 
the exercise of proxy agency. In this socially mediated mode 
of agency, people try by one means or another to get those 
who have access to resources or expertise or wield influence 
to act on their behest to secure the outcomes they desire. 
For example, children work through parents, marital partners 
through spouses, employees through labor unions, and the 
general public through their elected officials. 

People do not live in isolation. Many of the things they 
seek are achievable only through socially interdependent 
effort. In the exercise of collective agency people pool their 
knowledge, skills and resources, provide mutual support, 
form alliances, and work together to secure what they cannot 
accomplish on their own. People’s shared beliefs in their joint 
capabilities to bring about desired changes in their lives is 
the foundation of collective agency. Perceived collective 
efficacy raises people’s vision of what they wish to achieve, 
enhances motivational commitment to their endeavours, 
strengthens resilience to adversity, and enhances group 
accomplishments.”

Creating value 
Compound outcomes frameworks
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Creating value 
Compound outcomes framework
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Dynamic and networked

Outcomes to people are networked and dynamic rather 
than static 

Over time the effects of regular participation will add up  - 
they change shape as they grow and develop. 

A participatory experience may improve a person’s feelings of 
confidence, but only after repeated experiences could they 
become ‘confident enough’ to start a business, or get a job. 

New behaviours, such as participating in environmentally 
positive actions will require regular participation to become a 
pattern of behaviour that extends to environmentally positive 
actions within the home e.g. recycling.

Building for compound outcomes

Larger outcomes involve a progressive change process

Many larger goals, whether for the individual or community, 
require the fulfilment of sets of preconditions if they are 
to grow and develop. For example, employment or self-
employment readiness could require that a person be healthy, 
have a level of confidence, be securely housed and have 
access to new networks. Some of these conditions may 
already be in place, but others may need to be worked 
towards. 

This involves Theory of Change thinking - where change 
processes are built on successional groups of preconditions 
and it is the multiple factors that add up to create the larger 
outcomes. These sets of conditions rely heavily on the strength 
of their collectivity - rather than single outcomes. Therefor 
these outcomes are refered to as ‘compound outcomes’.This 
is evident throughout the draft framework but particularly 
at the level of meta outcomes such as community cohesion 
or improvements in the local economy. Viewing long term 
outcomes as a change process also highlights that as the 
system of participation scales up, measurement frameworks 
need to include both self-report metrics for monitoring the 
early preconditions and meta statistics such as changes in the 
number of people in receipt of benefits or health indicators. 

Reduce carbon footprint

RecycleBike

Share itemsBulk cooking

Local food production

Creating value 
Compound outcomes frameworks

Multi-level scaffolding 

Change processes require opportunities of different levels 
to scaffold progression over time

An ecology of opportunities designed for progression needs 
to be in place if people are to move forward with their 
lives. If individuals can progress from one level of outcomes 
to another, each level providing the foundations for the 
next, then the participation ecology shows genuine promise 
to become stepping stones for people to improve their 
situations. The idea that the ecology of opportunities could 
provide scaffolding out of difficult personal circumstances is 
particularly useful in areas beyond the reach of professionals 
or current government budgets.

Co-production

Greater co-production throughout the wider ecology should 
aim to increase impact

If long term change and improvement is to be achieved, then 
participation and its subsequent outcomes must develop 
a new, more connected relationship with professional 
services. In so doing, professional practices should expect 
to change, with the goal of achieving greater impact by 
working together. For example, if participation achieves 
environmental outcomes through creating opportunities for 
environmental behaviours, then existing professional efforts 
to reduce a community’s carbon footprint will be boosted 
by understanding and working with participatory cultures, 
and vice versa. 

The analysis of the research shows that there is great potential 
increased synergy, which we believe can create combined 
effects.

Incubators 
Start own business
Join community business
Gain employment

Host
Co-build
Initiate

Drop in 
Participate

Participatory ecosystem Professional ecosystem

Co-production

1

2

3
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Outcomes data

One hundred people were interviewed at the end of The Open 
Works Year 1. These in-depth interviews of approximately 1 
hour included a combination of open questions, specific 
questions and a set of questions which participants were 
asked to answer on a scale of -5 to +5. The scales were 
completed on iPads. 

The data from 8 of the longer running projects has been 
analysed and is shown on the following two pages. This 
data reflects self-reported, individual and direct outcomes 
experienced by participants taking part on the different 
projects. This data is small scale, but offers a good initial 
understanding on outcomes from ‘participatory culture’ 
projects and provides the basis for building initial frameworks 
for micro outcomes at scale. 

[Draft outcomes framework page 123]

The rationale for creating the scales was the following:

• It was thought that each project would be creating 
multiple outcomes for individual participants.

• It was thought  that each project would create outcomes 
in different quantities depending on the nature of the 
activities.

• Participants in all projects were asked the same set 
of questions to create a common understanding and 
comparable set of scales across the projects.

The questions asked related broadly to the following 8 key 
factors:

1. Social capital

2. Health

3. Happiness and wellbeing

4. Money

5. Learning

6. Environmental

7. Access

8. Opportunity to contribute 

Results from Year 1

A common set of high scoring outcomes 
Although it could be seen that the projects had common 
qualities, the results of the scale were surprising in that they 
showed a common set of outcomes across all the projects 
prototyped to date.

The factors that scored highly across every project were:

• Social capital
• Happiness and wellbeing 
• Confidence
• Learning
• Access to support to develop ideas

Project specific outcomes
The project specific outcomes highlighted that there are 
outcomes that some projects produce and others do not. 
For example few of the projects so far encouraged healthy 
eating, but many of the projects encouraged environment 
behaviours, because they created the opportunities to do so. 

This reinforces the concept that overall these outcomes 
can be best achieved across a large and diverse ecology of 
projects and activities.

Detailed outcomes data for each project can be found in the 
Project Directory from page 258. 

Creating value 
Outcomes frameworks
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600

450

300

150

Frequency of participation in 
The Open Works Year 1

Scoring participation

In order to see if there were any patterns in participation 
over time - for example, a change in commitment level, 
frequency, numbers of participation instances or type of 
activity - a score was assigned to each type of participation 
activity.

The scores were assigned to be able to add a level of 
quantitative analysis to participation levels over the course 
of Year 1.

At the end of the year, different scores were assigned to each 
activity based on an estimation of the level of commitment 
that had been required.

To give an idea of the range of activities and scores, initiating 
a project was scored highest at 250, and a significant level of 
project organising scored 75 each instance, as they required 
a high level of commitment and time. Leading a Trade 
School class or Great Cook session (see Projects Directory 
page 258) had a score of 40, signing up as a member had 
a score of 15, and leaving contact details had a score of 5.

See Appendix 1 page 403 for full list.

Factors effecting outcomes scores

Frequency
From the open questions there are indications that self-
reported outcomes scores are influenced by the frequency of 
participation. For example, The Stitch scores are higher across 
the board, and that project has many regular attendances.

Progression
There are also signs that people who participated in a 
number of projects, increased their commitment. For example 
evolving their participation from attending, to hosting, to 
designing. 
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Social capital and connection
Has participating in the 

project made you more or less 

connected with people living 

locally?

Learning - sharing skills
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased your 

opportunities to share your 

skills?

Social capital - access to 
networks
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased your 

access to a wider network?

Support to develop ideas
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased your 

access to support to develop 

your ideas and ventures?

Confidence
Has participating in the 

project changed your level of 

confidence?

Access to shape community
Has participating in the project  

increased or decreased your 

access to opportunities to 

contribute to shaping the local 

community in practical ways?

Social capital and range of 
people
By participating in the project 

have you met a wider range 

of people than you regularly 

come into contact with 

e.g. gender, age, culture, 

background profession?

Happiness and wellbeing
Has participating in the project 

changed your overall sense of 

happiness and wellbeing?

Learning new things
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased 

your opportunities to learn 

something new?

Open Orchard

RPS

The Stitch

Trade School

Bzz Garage

Civic Incubator

The Great Cook

Library of Things

Open Orchard

RPS

The Stitch

Trade School

Bzz Garage

Civic Incubator

The Great Cook

Library of Things

Open Orchard

RPS

The Stitch

Trade School

Bzz Garage

Civic Incubator

The Great Cook

Library of Things

Social capital and ideas
Has participating in the 

project made you more 

connected with people living 

locally, around your ideas and 

profession?

Common high outcomes

Healthy eating
Has participating in the project 

changed how healthily you 

eat?

Borrowing
Has participating in the project 

encouraged you to increase 

or decrease borrowing rather 

than buying new?

Access to functional spaces
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased your 

access to functional spaces 

e.g. kitchen, workshop, shop 

etc?

Buy less packaged products
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased the 

amount of packaged products 

you buy?

Lending
Has participating in the project 

encouraged you to increase or 

decrease the amount of items 

you lend to others?

Make money
Has participating in the project 

enabled you to make or receive 

money?

Access to council support
Has participating in the project 

increased or decreased your 

access to support from the 

council staff?

Buy local
Has participating in the project 

encouraged you to increase or 

decrease the amount of locally 

sourced products you buy?

Spend less money
Has participating in the project 

changed the amount of money 

you spend? E.g. saving costs 

on things you buy or borrowing 

rather than buying items?

Physical activity
Has participating in the project 

changed your level of physical 

activity?

Recycle
Has participating in the project 

encouraged you to increase or 

decrease the amount of waste 

you recycle?

Make or repair
Has participating in the project 

encouraged you to increase 

the items you make or repair 

rather than buying new?

Project specific outcomes

Open Orchard

RPS

The Stitch

Trade School

Bzz Garage

Civic Incubator

The Great Cook

Library of Things

Open Orchard

RPS

The Stitch

Trade School

Bzz Garage

Civic Incubator

The Great Cook

Library of Things

Open Orchard

RPS

The Stitch

Trade School

Bzz Garage

Civic Incubator

The Great Cook

Library of Things

Please see Project Directory for more information.
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This section presents an overview of the foundations of The Open Works 
approach. Many social, political and economic commentators have 

recognised the emergence of a new participatory culture, embodied in a 
wave of new civic activities and ventures. While we have seen initiatives like 
this in the past, a shifting context gives this surge of activity new meaning, 
potential and relevance. We have also begun to understand the positive 
impact this culture could have on individual lives, families, communities, 

markets, the environment and governance. Many sources of evidence, albeit 
frequently disparate and incomplete, powerfully point in this direction. This 

is given additional credence by a fundamental intellectual and academic shift 
away from a narrow, individualistic and economist interpretation of human 

behaviour and institutions, towards social connection and complexity. 

This foundational research suggests that a radical re-think of our institutions 
needs to occur: because of their valuable multiple social outcomes, the 

autonomous activities of civic initiatives and ventures are worth supporting 
as a complement to current developments in public service reform and 

innovation. The challenge is to create structures and investment mechanisms 
that work with the grain of what citizens are already doing together in this 

domain. This will be an important next step in the evolution of the relations 
between the state, the market and citizens in the UK and beyond. There 

is growing case study evidence on how, at the scale of individual projects, 
neighbourhoods and whole cities, this evolution is already underway, giving 

ample cause for optimism. 

132 133
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Introduction 

Over the past decade or so there has been a remarkable rise 
in citizen-led initiatives. ‘Men’s Sheds’ – informal workshop 
spaces where older men can get together to socialise and 
undertake hands-on projects – have cropped up all over the 
developed world; people growing fruit and vegetables across 
the public spaces of the town of Todmorden formed Incredible 
Edible, which is now spreading rapidly across Europe; local 
renewable energy cooperatives like Wadebridge Renewable 
Energy Network create community chests for investment 
in the local area; Granny’s Finest in Rotterdam unlocks the 
knitting skills of older people by connecting them to young 
fashion designers; and websites like Spacehive or Goteo 
enable crowdfunding for civic neighbourhood projects and 
open source initiatives. 

This growing realm of activity has not gone unnoticed. A 
wide range of observers from across academia, policy and 
practice, describe what is variously called a new community 
culture, citizen collectives, the civic commons, or community 
enterprise. It has also found its way into the political sphere, 
becoming something of a beacon for politicians and 
policymakers across advanced economies (Beunderman et 
al. 2011; De Moor 2013; Griggs et al. 2014; Government of 
The Netherlands 2013). 

The team behind this publication has researched and 
chronicled many of these initiatives in publications such as 
Handmade, the Community Lover’s Guides, the Compendium 
for the Civic Economy and The Empathic City (See from  page 
196 for more details). These initiatives have an impressive 
scope, ranging from early stage and informal public space 
experiments to sophisticated, logistically complex civic 
ventures. They include activities ranging from a skills bartering 
evening that rekindles people’s appetite for learning or a local 
business initiative to mentor enterprising young people, to 
a project that gets people together to cook large batches 
in underused community kitchens or a professionalised 
renewable energy cooperative. 

Handmade and the Community Lover’s Guides focussed on 
the informal, community end of this spectrum whereas the 
Compendium for the Civic Economy and The Empathic City 
also looked at a range of more permanent civic ventures as 

Introduction

new economic actors. We see them as a continuum: taken 
together, these activities indicate an emerging participatory 
culture that has potential to change local places and create 
new forms of social, economic, environmental and cultural 
value. 

Understanding participation culture

As the scope of citizen entrepreneurialism has widened 
and the numbers of initiatives grow, we are gaining a better 
understanding of their characteristics and their potential, as 
well as the implications this could have for citizens, institutions 
and places.

These hybrid ventures, springing up in between the market, 
the state and the traditional organised third sector, are 
able to create collective solutions for pressing issues, seize 
upon latent opportunities or unlock dormant resources. 
Citizen peer-to-peer activities enable people to take the 
role of producers of places and outcomes, instead of just 
being the consumers, campaigners or voters involved in 
specifying the products, services or processes produced 
elsewhere, often by professionals. Just as the internet 2:0 
heralded what has been called the ‘self-producing society’, 
giving many more people the practical tools to express 
themselves, create and collaborate around cultural or political 
products and processes, this new form of civic participation 
and entrepreneurship creates new opportunities to do so in 
the everyday space of urban neighbourhoods, towns and 
villages. 

Importantly we see evidence, distributed across many different 
initiatives, that suggest that these co-produced, peer-to-peer 
activities and ventures can generate outcomes that neither 
the state nor the market, nor traditional foundations or trusts, 
have been able to achieve on their own (Beunderman et al. 
2011; Wagenaar and Van der Heijden 2006; Franke et al. 
2015). Our analysis has revealed that at the heart of many of 
them is deliberate multiple value-creation – generating social, 
environmental or economic outcomes as well as financial 
sustainability or even profit. (Beunderman et al. 2011; Van 
der Heijden 2012). A series of systems insights from page 
166 illustrate this potential. 

Whereas policymakers and the public at large tend to separate 
the economy and enterprise development from the world 
of ‘community’ or ‘voluntary activities’, we emphasise the 
continuum between such new participation culture and civic 
enterprise. A wide range of people participate to different 
degrees and in different ways; light-touch involvement in low-
threshold local initiatives creates the potential for everyone, 
regardless of their background, to ‘plug into’ a participatory 
system that can potentially change places significantly. 
Additionally we have seen examples where that type of 
micro activity becomes the fertile ground or stepping stone 
for people to get engaged in ventures that generate financial 
returns - and where all these activities together contribute to 
more sustainable, equitable and democratic places. 

A guide to this section

We see these emerging practices as part of a much bigger 
series of trends, which gives what may in the past have 
seemed like a series of interesting but unconnected practices 
a much broader relevance for how we organise our economy, 
our collective institutions and our society. In this section we 
delve deeper into this foundational evidence. 

• First, we will show how citizen initiatives have deep roots 
but that a drastically changed context gives them new 
meaning and relevance. 

• Secondly, we will show how an increasing number of 
theoretical and empirical fields have embraced new ways 
of understanding human behaviour, which enables us 
to see the new civic initiatives in a broader perspective. 

• Thirdly, we will demonstrate the relevance of autonomous 
citizen activities to a critical juncture of policy thinking 
about how shared public value is created and how social 
ills are addressed.

• Fourthly, we pick up on how creating different relations 
with people has been the core of much public sector 
innovations over the last two decades, where such 
innovations have reached their limits, and how the 
different way of working we propose helps to progress 
wider held aims and ambitions. 

• Fifth, we dig deeper into the characteristics of 
autonomous citizen led entrepreneurship.

• Then, we give an overview of the evidence of different 
types of outcomes that these ventures create. 

• Finally, we consider how scaling the potential of this 
participation culture could impact on neighbourhoods 
and civic systems, giving some examples of where we see 
this taking already place. This leads us to our conclusion 
regarding the importance of creating new institutional 
arrangements that actively support people in their 
unique, autonomous ways of creating shared value for 
people and places.
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The phenomenon of citizens creating collective initiatives 
for the things that matter to them isn’t all new. Tine de 
Moor, in her essay Homo Cooperans (2013), points to 
citizen collectives in the craft guilds of the middle ages – a 
collective institutional structure which, in the absence of 
well-functioning state or market arrangements, endured 
for a very long time. More recently, waves of cooperatives 
and local development trusts sprung up in the 1960s and 
1970s in response to the failures in public service provision 
in declining UK neighbourhoods. These groups were often 
focussed on self-provision, practical action and achieving a 
better life through collaborative interdependence. 

What characterises the participation culture and civic 
entrepreneurialism we are witnessing now is that it brings 
together the diverse values of civic society with the new 
approaches and culture of 21st century start-ups. Where in 
the 20th Century, civic action was frequently focussed on 
protest against the state or market, or on demands to be 
included and represented in government decision-making, 
the new citizen participation and entrepreneurship firmly 
focuses on seizing opportunities that make life better or 
create more enjoyable places through practical action. They 
are marked by innovative and energetic hands-on design 
processes and a DIY ethos, drawing on existing resources 
where possible - whether physical resources in the locality, 
online tools or collaborative relations with people. Like ‘lean 
start-ups’, their development frequently include rapid loops 
of experimentation to learn and iterate initial ideas (Ries 
2011). Collaborative relations with established state and 
market actors can be part of their modus operandi, but in 
many of the early examples we have studied are neither the 
end nor necessarily the means of achieving people’s goals. 

A shifting context

The new participation culture is underpinned by broader shifts. 
Rapid technological change has enabled communication and 
collective organisation in new and unprecedented ways, as 
well as impacting on the very DNA of our culture (Bauwens 
2012; Shirky 2008; Mulgan 2008; Nunes 2012). It is easier than 
ever for ideas to travel and be shared, so that citizen-led 
innovations from anywhere can be adopted and adapted in 
local contexts. Open-source thinking has moved from being 
a relatively niche software principle to a growing mode of 

production in hardware and organisational development, with 
the creative commons becoming an ever-larger domain for 
sharing ideas and resources (Benkler 2007; Bauwens 2014). 
New production processes have enabled a decentralisation 
of production in fields as diverse as house-building, furniture, 
and food and energy production. This is a radical step away 
from the production status quo, where economies of scale 
meant bigger was always better. 

Additionally, people’s expectations of rapid prototyping, 
flexible collaborations, instant feedback and rapidly visible 
results have grown. We are less deferential to authority, 
bureaucratic processes or established professional expertise 
– the ‘professional amateur’ shares and deploys considerable 
expertise independently from traditional pathways, is 
comfortable with informal modes of organising and expects 
horizontal relations and shifting collaborations instead of 
hierarchical organisation (Castells 2000; Leadbeater and 
Miller 2004). In sum, a ‘many to many’ culture has grown. 
People now have the access to tools and platforms to act 
independently of established players: market and state 
institutions, but also traditional local community power 
structures. 

Equally new is the economic and political context in which 
entrepreneurial citizens now operate. As laid out in the 
Compendium for the Civic Economy, many of the examples 
of new participation culture or the civic economy did not 
start because of the great recession of 2008 – 2010, but 
the widespread disillusionment with states and markets 
that followed the crisis certainly has given them wings. As 
established power structures lost credibility in the eyes of 
many, alternative forms of organising and creating value 
gained legitimacy. The advent of austerity and budget 
cuts combined with a lingering awareness that decades 
of relatively generous public sector spending had failed 
to root out social ills in the late 20th century. Equally, many 
people felt that the practices of large corporations, for 
example in energy generation or finance, were increasingly 
removed from their own needs and aspirations. This informed 
a growing desire to find alternative, collective solutions at a 
local level but informed by globally shared ideas, just as the 
awareness about viable examples from elsewhere became 
more widespread.

Deep roots, new relevance
This rediscovery of collective solutions gives new, practical 
meaning to Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom’s words that 
the simplistic state-market dichotomy that ruled much of the 
20th century neglected an empirical reality where citizen-
driven collectives have often been remarkably effective at 
resolving social and environmental issues around shared or 
‘common’ resources (Ostrom 1990). As such, this upswing in 
citizen participation has prompted a wide range of responses, 
with many institutions now genuinely attempting to bridge 
the gap between citizens and the government. 

For government, the idea of tapping into people’s creativity 
and energy has become a priority. For instance, under the 
slogan ‘Do-Democracy,’ the Dutch Government actively 
calls for people to exercise their citizenship beyond voting, 
campaigning, complaining and responding to statutory 
consultation exercises. David Cameron’s Big Society similarly 
called for a shift in emphasis from public sector activity to 
citizen activity – while the term is increasingly out-of-fashion, 
the sentiment is not (Slocock, Hayes, and Harker 2015). 
However both at a fundamental and a practical level, how 
to engage citizens effectively and with a sense of mutuality 
has not yet been fully worked out or understood (Hajer 
2005). After a wide range of well intended but frequently 
failed attempts to collaborate and co-produce with citizens 
we are now seeing that in some services more sophisticated 
approaches are emerging. 

Finally, these trends have also come in the midst of broader 
shifts in how we conceptualise society and human relations. 
After a century in which we thought about humans in relatively 
simplistic, individualistic terms, increasingly we are starting 
to see how complex collaborative, social behaviours are 
equally intrinsic to human beings, and recognising that our 
institutions need to reflect this (Ostrom 1990; Rifkin 2010a). 

In sum this is an optimistic story, which shows how many forces 
and trends aggregate to make a genuine system shift more 
plausible: citizen initiatives, technology, a changing culture, 
evident failures in the status quo, a cautiously open political 
class, and finally, changing understanding of humans and 
what drives us. However, a realistic perspective also needs 
to acknowledge the risks. These risks include both the many 
practical complexities of re-designing in a changing context, 
and also the risk of wasting the opportunity by carrying on 
as normal. 

A moment of risk and opportunity 

Notwithstanding the incredible energy of citizens we see in 
pockets of activity around the world, we can’t ignore the fact 
that there are growing systemic inequalities in our society that 
shape people’s opportunities to take part in these new and 

older forms of participative culture. The structural context 
of radically asymmetrical resources means that, unless these 
collective initiatives are also accessible to those without 
spare time, money or self-confidence, they may not be that 
relevant at all in the solution of wicked social problems, 
creating an exclusive, feel-good ‘facebook-urbanism’ of the 
well-connected middle classes (Slocock, Hayes and Harker 
2015; Specht and Van der Zwaard 2015). In the creation of new 
localised, communal structures, there is the risk of descending 
into new forms of parochialism and patterns of exclusion 
that frequently turn people off participating (Mayer 2003). 
Whilst the middle classes are undoubtedly vital for initiating 
some of the new participative projects and ventures, we are 
increasingly appreciating that participation will only start to 
impact on wicked problems if it involves everyone. 

It is also concerning that many citizen collectives seem to 
have a lifespan that is shorter than their initiators intend – 
many bold communal initiatives of the past have failed or 
changed beyond recognition (De Moor 2013). Equally, the 
new platforms and new ways of organising carry real risks 
around institutional governance both locally and systemically, 
which many peer-to-peer based organisations are actively 
grappling with. In order to remain open and social in the 
long term, the ownership and terms of use of these platforms 
and tools is one of the crucial domains for debate of the 
decades ahead. 

And finally, the big question is how to invest in this, given 
that both public and private finance systems are only slowly 
shifting, and finding it hard to engage with these new forms 
of activity (Beunderman and Van der Heijden 2014). It is those 
systemic institutional questions that need to be addressed 
if the new participation culture and civic economy are to 
flourish in the long term. 
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When economist Elinor Ostrom received the Nobel Prize 
in Economic Science in 2009, this was remarkable for a 
number of reasons. Apart from the fact that she was the first 
woman to win a Nobel Prize in this male-dominated field, 
her body of work fundamentally challenged established 
economic, political and social models around human 
rationality and decision-making that have been ascendant 
since the Enlightenment. The fact that the Nobel committee 
chose to honour her work above others suggests that the 
intellectual mainstream was beginning to swing in a different 
direction. Her work is emblematic of a broader intellectual 
and academic shift in thinking about how humans behave, 
secure their well-being and work together in a range of 
shared institutions. This shift in thinking is foundational to 
understanding the potential of the new participation culture. 

Most of our modern institutions – from the market to the state 
– are built upon the assumption that rational-self interest is 

Understanding the complexity of 
human behaviour

the guiding light in human behaviour (Arrow 1994). Ostrom’s 
finding in the experiment described below, as well as in other 
research, challenges that assumption by demonstrating what 
we all implicitly know: that our behaviour, if not our entire 
world-view, is often determined by our relationships with 
other people, and that these relationships prompt behaviour 
that cannot be boiled down to rational self-interest. This 
finding creates the impetus for paying more attention to 
institutions that reflect our capacity for cooperation. In her 
1990 publication Governing the Commons, Ostrom offers 
case study after case study of people coming together and 
organising themselves for collective action, and in many 
instances, doing so more efficiently than the market or 
the state can do alone. The call to action in her Nobel 
prize lecture, titled Beyond Markets and States: Polycentric 
Governance of Complex Economic Systems, was to create 
institutions that actually reflected and enhanced, instead of 
ignoring or suppressing this dynamic.

A more collaborative approach to the Prisoner’s Dilemma

One of Ostrom’s crucial empirical findings was a radically 
different take on the classic Prisoner’s Dilemma - an 
experimental set-up that purports to demonstrate the 
unlikelihood of cooperative behaviour amongst individuals, 
assuming that individuals act solely according to their rational 
self-interest. In its classical set up, there are two prisoners 
(Prisoners A and B) being interrogated in separate rooms 
after having committed a crime. Each prisoner must decide 
whether to admit to the crime or not, knowing that this 
choice will impact the length of their sentence. There are 
three possible outcomes: (1) If Prisoner A admits and B does 
not, A will get off scot-free while B has to languish in jail (and 
visa versa). (2) Alternatively, if both prisoners refuse to admit, 
they will both go to jail but for a shorter amount of time. (3) 
The third option is where they both admit to the crime and 
are thereby sent to jail for a longer amount of time than if 
they had not come clean. 

The second option is the cooperative option, and is the 
best option if the prisoner’s care about their collective 
outcome. The Dilemma predicts, however, that both prisoners 

– motivated by their self-interest - will choose the third 
(uncooperative) option, because given the set up of the 
experiment, both will try to rat out the other prisoner in order 
to save their own skin. The last option is less than optimal 
because it ultimately means that both prisoners get sent to 
jail for more time than if they had both refused to admit to 
the crime.

Working within the framework of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, 
Ostrom and her colleague (1991) made a simple but profound 
alteration to the experimental design. The Dilemma predicts 
that two individuals will choose to act uncooperatively (both 
prisoners confessing to the crime), assuming their decisions 
are guided by rational self-interest. Manipulating the set-up, 
Ostrom allowed to the players to briefly talk to each other 
while deciding whether to act cooperatively (neither prisoner 
confessing) or uncooperatively (both refusing to admit to the 
crime). She found that simply allowing the players to have 
a chat significantly increased the incidence of cooperative 
behaviour.

“Designing institutions to force (or nudge) entirely self-
interested individuals to achieve better outcomes has been 
the major goal posited by policy analysts for governments 
to accomplish for much of the past half century.
 
Extensive empirical research leads me to argue that 
instead, a core goal of public policy should be to facilitate 
the development of institutions that bring out the best in 
humans. We need to ask how diverse polycentric institutions 
help or hinder the innovativeness, learning, adapting, 
trustworthiness, levels of cooperation of participants, and 
the achievement of more effective, equitable, and sustainable 
outcomes at multiple scales”. 

Elinor Ostrom 
Winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics 2009
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Ostrom wasn’t alone. In parallel to her work there have been 
developments in a range of fields. Put simply, we know a lot 
more about humans following research over the last 20 years. 
From neuroscience to geography, developmental psychology 
to political science and from economics to medicine, there 
has been a growing appreciation, backed up by extensive 
empirical work, of humans as complex, social animals 
(Bandura 1977; Rifkin 2010a; Christakis and Fowler 2012; 
Fogel 1993; Cacioppo et al. 2009; Bok 2010; Bonanno et al. 
2007). The relational side of the human experience, often at 
odds with self-interested rationality, has a significant influence 
on our self-conception, worldview, wellbeing and how we 
behave and make decisions. It is clearer and clearer that 
humans need connection and that with the right conditions 
groups of people can achieve an extraordinary amount 
together. From page 176 there is an overview of some of 
the most important of these theorists. 

Increasingly it is evident that many policies of the past – the 
legacy of which is still very much with us – may have worked 
with the wrong starting point: the assumption of the individual 
as a single, autonomous unit and rational, competitive interest 
maximiser. As a result, and just as Ostrom suggests, many 
of the methods for addressing core policy challenges have 
been looking for answers in the wrong places. 

Policy innovators are beginning to acknowledge this. 
At an event showing the results of a recent Bloomberg 
Philanthropies European Mayor’s Challenge on urban policy 
innovation, one of the remarkable common threads noticed 
by the organisers was that the innovations pioneered across 
European cities were “all focussed on connecting people to 
each other” (Burdett et al. 2015). Across diverse initiatives, 
connecting people was viewed as a vital way of addressing 
issues in older people’s care, health or social exclusion. This 
indicates that there might be a true paradigm shift happening 
as a result of these cumulative insights. 

The eclipse of community 

The optimism we note and the appetite for trying new 
approaches all go against the grain of another powerful 
narrative. Whilst our understanding of the relational 
self and of our capacity for cooperative behaviour have 
deepened, many of the traditional institutions that used 
to bring people together in communities have been in 
decline. Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone famously describes 
this phenomenon in the US – and has led to a vast body of 
research and literature around the concept of social capital 
(Putnam, 2000). As early as 1964, one sociologist proclaimed 
that the “sweeping social processes (such as industrialisation, 
urbanisation and bureaucratisation) has effectively brought 
about ‘the eclipse of the community’” (Stein 1964). As shown 

on the facing page, many authors are in general agreement 
that this decline in informal community structures is due 
to their displacement by formal institutions of the market 
and the state, as well as the pressure of changing lives and 
economies of the past half century.

This leaves us with a dilemma. We now have growing evidence, 
for example, that social capital is important for public safety, 
that opportunities for socialising feed directly into public 
health outcomes and social capital has an important role 
to play in economic growth and social mobility. But in their 
traditional forms, such social relations are under pressure 
or at least in flux. The socially interdependent human being 
presents complex challenges, which are difficult to capture 
through traditional public policy. But as Chandler (2014) 
notes, complexity is accepted only to a limited degree in 
governance. This might explain the persistence of governance 
models and policy levers that function according to the 
simplistic, individualistic assumptions that self-interest is 
the primary, or strongest driver of decisions and behaviour. 

From systems failure to new institutions

For much of the past half century, policy makers have seen 
their task as creating policy levers: simple financial transfers, 
or incentives (sanctions and rewards) so that self-interested, 
rational individuals will achieve better outcomes than they 
would otherwise. We use the threat of prison to deter 
crime, we castigate parents for the truancy of their children, 
deploy corporate tax-breaks to incentivise economic growth 
and levy high taxes on smoking to discourage it. But this 
method is ineffective – there is simply too much evidence 
of the persistence of social issues. The facing page gives 
an overview of some of these intractable issues in the UK. 

Sometimes the failures are particularly stark. As the Million 
Dollar Blocks study in the US reveals (Chang, 2007), there 
are urban blocks where state spending on prisons and 
the justice system far outweighs investment in education, 
family support or local organisations that could help to 
keep people out of prison. Such extreme cases of systems 
failure disproportionately affect the multiply disadvantaged 
and vulnerable. A systemic response is needed, and needs 
to take into account how the broader intellectual trends 
described here could impact on the development of social 
policy. It is this body of research and work that creates ever 
more plausible calls for institutional arrangements to embrace 
humans as social, collaborative animals in all their complexity. 
From this analysis we can draw conclusions around how we 
might begin to think differently about public welfare and 
policy and recognise that the new participation culture could 
play a central role. 

Some of the authors writing about declining community:

• Robert Putnam (1995) speaks of a decline in 
associationalism. 

• David Halpern (2010) speaks of declining ‘communities 
of regard’ – the reference community against which 
we compare ourselves. 

• Berger (1977) wrote about the weakening of the 
mediating structures (communities and associations) 
that bridged the individual’s private sphere with the 
meta-institutions of the market and state. 

• Henri Lefebvre (1995), Pierre Bourdieu (1999) and 

Michel de Certeau (1984) wrote about the colonisation 
of the every-day (informal, sporadic and emergent) by 
the formal, systematised meta-institutions of society, 
the market and the state. 

• Emile Durkheim (1983) wrote about division of labour 
displacing the collective consciousness. 

• Tony Judt (2010) and Jane Jacobs (1961) are concerned 
about a declining sense of trust. 

• Etzioni (2000) is concerned about the normative 
implications of declining communal values.

• Sennett (2013) is concerned about the decline in 
cooperative behaviour – and specifically attributes 
this to a weakened social infrastructure that no 
longer enables and promotes cooperation between 
individuals. 

• Edgar Cahn (2000) argues that because the market 
economy prizes and rewards specialised skills, it 
ignores and thereby devalues those skills and assets 
which most of us have in common – being cooperative 
and caring for others. 

Contributing factors:

• It has been argued that the complimentary trends 
of female participation in the labour force and an 
increasing need for a dual income household means 
that there are fewer people able to invest time into 
community life. This trend is also exacerbated by the 
increase in single parent households (24% in 2007 
compared with only 8% in 1972) (Prowle 2011). 

• A rise in ‘internal migration’ due to the movement 
of economic activity from the North to the South has 
resulted in “the decline of many traditional relationships, 
and community ties, and reduced many people’s sense 
of belonging to the places where they live”. In 2001 a 
study revealed that 11.4% of the population had moved 
within the last twelve months and that this figure was 
significantly greater than internal migration in 1991 and 
1981 (Dorling et al. 2008). 

• In 2011, 58% of people aged 16 and over in the UK 
reported that they felt close to other people in the area 
where they lived, lower than the EU–28 average of 67%.

• Our daily behaviours have changed as well - instead of 
walking down to the corner shop or market, people 
drive to out-of-town anonymous hypermarkets 
(Willmott 1984). 

• People tend to work further away from where they 
live (Prowle 2011), and Halpern (2001) has found that 
the length of one’s commute correlates negatively to 
participation in community groups. 

• Increasing economic inequality and uneven social 
mobility has undermined traditional structures  - 
resource asymmetry and fragmentation of careers 
and lives make stable social bonds harder to sustain, 
putting a real pressure on people’s sense of control. 
(Slocock, Hayes and Harker 2015).

• More recent reductions in community infrastructure, 
popularly known as ‘Ghost Town Britain’ (which the 
Sustainable Communities Act of 1997 was meant to 
address) is significant as neighbourhoods with certain 
amenities (local schools, corner shops, community 
centres etc.) are found to be more neighbourly and 
have higher levels of social trust (Wilson and Leach 
2011). 

     - There were 405 library closures between 2005 and 2012 
alone, with 63% of Britons admitting that they do not make 
use of the library (2012 ‘Taking Part Survey’). 

   - The UK has lost 21,000 pubs since 1980, 50% of those 
since 2006. The peak in pub closure came in 2009 with 52 
pubs closing down every week. (IEA report)

   - Post offices have declined by more than half since 1964 
(from 25,056 to 11,905 in 2010). 

The eclipse of community
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The US spends around $50 billion a year to incarcerate 
upwards of 2 million citizens. In 2011, 3% of all black males were 
imprisoned, meaning that one in fifteen African-American 
children had a parent in prison. Amongst politicians, there 
continues to be a lot of weight behind the ‘be tough on crime’ 
narrative - but with a swelling prison population and high 
recidivism, there are questions around the effectiveness of 
this method. At its heart, this is a fundamental systemic failure 
with troubling social policy consequences for the future. It is 
not hard to imagine how the negative, disruptive impacts of 
having a parent imprisoned would create a destructive and 
self-fulfilling cycle for a child. 

New analysis techniques that take a systemic approach 
have led to novel ways of understanding data and framing 
and sharing insights with the public. In 2012 the Spatial 
Information Design Lab (SIDL) at Columbia University and 
the Justice Mapping Center looked more closely at the 
data behind prison figures. By mapping for the first time 
the residential addresses of every inmate in various prison 
systems, it found that many of the 2 million prisoners came 
from a handful of urban areas around the country. Geographic 
density and high rates of recidivism cumulate to the startling 
reality that the US state and federal governments (in effect 
the taxpayers) are in some instances spending more than $1 
million per year on single blocks – in neighbourhoods such as 
Brownsville, New York and Camden, New Jersey – to keep a 
high proportion of their residents in prison. The SIDL analysis 
revealed that in New Haven, Connecticut, the government 
was spending $6 million a year on incarcerating people on 
mere technical violations. By geographically organising 
existing data, new concerns emerged. It showed that certain 
neighbourhoods are also disproportionally suffering from the 
permanent transience of a large percentage of its population 
coming in and out of jail. Around 40% of the people who are 
incarcerated will go back into the prison system within 2 or 
3 years of being released. 

Eric Cadora, director of the Justice Mapping Center on how 
the maps resonate with legislators and officials (NPR 2012) 
“One of the things we noticed right away when legislators 
and others started to see this, is they talked about this 
issue differently. Instead of getting stuck in the ‘being 
soft, get tough [on crime]’ paradox, they started to talk 
about neighborhoods...They become almost urban planners 
and start to ask questions like, ‘look at all the resources 
around this million-dollar area, but they’re not being used 
well. How can we take those resources, and then seek to 
strengthen them?”

Such insights also present new opportunities. If we are already 
spending $1 million on a block to imprison people, what 
if we instead invested that amount in preventative work – 
education, family interventions, new community approaches? 
Or designed re-entry programmes that actually kept people 
out of prison and in their communities? By seeing the data 
in this way, policy makers and researchers began to ask how 
that $1 million could be better invested – they started to talk 
about neighbourhoods instead of prisons, about investing in 
safe communities instead of removing criminals. By localising 
big data, analysts can have a better sense of what these 
figures actually mean in terms of people’s lives. 

“The ways in which ideas and information are presented 
can sometimes be even more important than the material 
itself, for better, or more commonly, for worse”. 
Laura Kurgan, Director of SIDL

Million Dollar Blocks: 
A new understanding of systems failure

Despite tremendous improvements in the fight against 
Beveridge’s five ‘giant evils’ (disease, want, ignorance, 
squalor and idleness), there are clear indications that 
consecutive decades of social policy have failed to achieve 
what the welfare state set out to do. Homelessness, family 
breakdown, addiction and crime are ever-present, and 
despite impressive recent progress in issues such as child 
poverty, social mobility has stagnated. 

• The Big Society Audit 2015 reports that despite economic 
growth, over the last thirty years the proportion of 
households falling below the minimum standard of living 
has increased from 14% to 22%.

• According to data collected by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation (JRF), the number of looked after children 
has steadily increased in recent years – there are more 
children in care now than at any time in the last 20 years  
(JRF 2015).

• Alcohol related deaths and hospital admissions have 
steadily increased since the 1970s, with hospital 
admission rates due to alcohol consumption for people 
under 30 increasing by 117% in England between 2012 
and 2014 (University of Stirling et al. 2013). 

• The prison population increased from 41,800 to more 
than 86,000 – more than doubling- between 1993 and 
2012 (Ministry of Justice 2013). 

• The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission has in 
June 2015 published research called ‘Non educational 
barriers to the elite profession evaluation’ showing 
that working-class applicants struggle to get access to 
top jobs in the UK. The commission reports that where 
70% of top job offers in 2014 went to the recipients of 
selective or fee-paying institutions, only 4% and 7% of 
the whole population, respectively, attend them.

There is particular concern for those who face severe and 
multiple disadvantage, with evidence suggesting that many 
of these people fall through the cracks, thereby increasing 
their need for emergency services such as food banks. 

• In 2012, after housing costs, 27% of children were in 
poverty, down only three percentage points from 2002 
(JRF 2015).

• One foodbank provider, the Trussell Trust, reports that 
between 2012 and 2014 the number of people receiving 
three days of emergency food from food banks increased 
by more than 100% - from 350,000 to over 900,000 
people (Slocock, Hayes and Harker 2015). 

More structurally, the evidence that socio-economic status is 
increasingly predictive of life outcomes is equally alarming.
 
• Since the implementation of the Pupil Premium, the gap 

in attainment between advantaged and disadvantaged 
students has increased and children who receive free 
school meals continue to be significantly less likely to 
receive five GCSEs A* to C (Public Accounts Committee 
2014; NAO 2013).

• Men who live in the bottom decile of deprivation die a 
decade earlier than those in the top decile. For women 
the difference is seven years (Office of National Statistics 
2014).

The welfare system was premised on the idea that present 
spending would reduce future spending as issues were 
addressed. Instead, spending on welfare and benefits 
has ballooned and there is reason to be scepitcal of the 
sustainability of some of the recent improvements. For 
example, during New Labour govenment, childhood poverty 
reduced by around 1 million (or 26 %) as part of a pledge to 
end childhood poverty within a generation. The tightening of 
public finances, however, has meant that further reductions 
have halted and it has been argued that all progress made 
to this point could be undone by 2020 (Browne et al 2014). 

There is also a growing recognition that new social issues are 
emerging that the present system is ill-equipped to address. 
This includes issues arising with an ageing and growing 
population, the housing crisis, up-swings in chronic health 
issues and growing inequality. A chronic and seemingly 
intractable lack of funding for domains such as social care 
is at the heart of this.

• An analysis of the quality of care home facilities found 
that 20% of care homes were deficient in at least one 
quality measure – indicating that 73,000 care home 
residents are receiving sub-standard care (Champion 
2015). Recently, more and more reports have come in 
about the scandal of five-minute ‘drive-by’ care visits to 
vulnerable older people as schedules and travel time 
allowances are cut to the bone in a ‘race to the bottom’ 
drive to cut the costs of publicly funded social care 
(Slocock, Hayes and Harker 2015).

• Pressures on social care are pushing problems onto other 
parts of the public sector, most notably hospitals, with 
A & E departments now experiencing major challenges 
with increased admissions of frail elderly people (Slocock, 
Hayes and Harker 2015).

Social progress? 
Persistent evils after decades of social policy
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In recent history, public policy thinking has undergone 
dramatic shifts in its understanding of which people or 
institutions are most up to the task of creating public goods 
and better social outcomes. From the patchwork of the 19th 
and early 20th century facilities for the poor, emerged the 
post-war universalist welfare state and its professionalised 
services, which have been subsequently challenged by 
a greater focus on market forces, consumer choice and 
targeted interventions. Despite these shifts, however, one 
analysis of the British public services concludes that its 
development has been characterised by an “evolutionary 
rather than a revolutionary pattern of change” (Prowle 2011). 
We see that a certain framework has emerged and become 
increasingly entrenched over time, irrespective of whether 
it was philanthropy, the state or a range of semi-state and 
private sector actors in the lead.  

Within the language of the sector, this frame of mind starts 
with a focus on individuals - particularly by identifying the 
needs or deficits of these individuals, and then addressing 
those needs through services. The identification of needs 
has became increasingly complex and sophisticated, thereby 
leading to the increasing professionalisation of provision. 
We also see a focus on individual wants and needs from 
the inception of public welfare, with little regard for social 
context or communal help. And whilst there is no doubt that 
this approach has had great benefits in terms of universal 
provision and addressing social issues, it is increasingly 
evident that, quite apart from affordability issues, many 
people consider that it has reached its limits in terms of 
effectiveness. Many deep-seated social issues, particularly 
ones that have come to be described as ‘wicked problems’, 
are not being solved by many of these current linear means. 
The past decades of public service reform in the UK are 
testament to an increasingly shared understanding that 
this is the case. The facing page explores this historical 
development in more detail.

Driving people apart

In many ways, the welfare state was founded with the purpose 
of taking the burden of caring for the needy away from the 
family and/or community and placing it on the state (Alcock 
2003). The evolution of elderly care is a good example of this 
phenomenon. To be fair, evolutions in the welfare mix have 

led to dramatic improvements in the quality of outcomes – 
old age poverty is not nearly as prevalent as it used to be. 
But this displacement has also led to new problems such as 
the growing social isolation of older people – which, despite 
their efforts, the market, state and voluntary sector are not 
as well placed to address as family, friends and community. 

Furthermore, in dealing with needs through direct, 
individualised services and targeted interventions, 
the dominant public policy framework may have driven 
people apart. There is no lack of case studies about how 
people’s lived experience of services is often profoundly 
alienating, consisting of a series of isolated interventions 
that decontextualise and often isolate them from potential 
sources of informal support (Heapy and Parker 2006). The 
Lankelly Chase Foundation report Hard Edges (2015a) 
maps severe and multiple disadvantage in England and 
emphasises the structural and systemic nature of this issue, 
and the importance of friend networks for people in crisis. 
But this is rarely acknowledged by the multiple social services 
concerned with these individuals. These services traditionally 
focus on one aspect of someone’s needs in isolation from their 
context – and they are often siloed according to departmental 
territories rather than focussed holistically around the person. 
At the launch of the report, Julian Corner, chief executive of 
Lankelly Chase Foundation said:

“This research reveals the true extent of overlap between 
the homeless, offender and drug misusing populations. 
It makes a nonsense of the separate strategies that have 
been pursued by Government departments and agencies, 
who have thought and acted as if they weren’t dealing with 
the same people... Statutory agencies in particular need to 
change radically if they are going to catch up with the reality 
of the people they serve.” (2015b) 

In many ways the evolutionary path of public policy shown 
on the next page may have led to a failure of imagination. 
Ironically, this was pointed out by Beveridge himself when 
he said: 

“The risk in describing and addressing ‘social problems’ lies 
in reducing them to things like ‘drink’ or the need for ‘charity’. 
The real issue…is something wider - simply the question of 
under what conditions it is possible and worthwhile for men 
as a whole to live.” (In Judt 2010). 

A shifting policy landscape

1869-1945 – Voluntary organisations 

The infamous Poor Law provided workhouses to paupers with 
an aim to alleviate, not cure, poverty. Implicit in this system 
was the assumption that “the poor were solely responsible 
for their own poverty  - due to laziness or poor personal 
choices” (Gregory and Horton 2009). In response to the 
inadequacies of the workhouse, the Charity Organisation 
Society started work in 1869 targeting specific needs in order 
to return people back to self-sufficiency. But part and parcel 
of its working principles was an understanding of poverty as 
the result of an individual’s moral inadequacy which thereby 
focused all charitable efforts on righting that individual’s 
ways. In this period, the first steps in professionalising and 
formalising the sector were also taken through the training 
of social workers (Alcock 2003; Humphreys 2001).

1945-1978 – The Big State era

The post-war consensus provided the necessary climate to 
launch the era of big government. Tony Judt puts it simply: 
“everyone believed in the state” (2010, p.48). The welfare 
state’s development was shaped by Beatrice Webb’s 1909 
Minority Report which argued for universal provision of 
services, meted out according to ‘type of need’ instead of 
‘type of person’ (Gregory and Horton 2009). These ideas 
subsequently gained political traction towards the end 
of World War II, following on from the publication of the 
Beveridge Report in 1942. The idea of the government as 
the primary ‘problem-solver’ became so quickly entrenched 
that even when the Conservatives came to power in 1951 
there was never a question of taking the state’s role in welfare 
provision off the table (Alcock 2003).

The Beveridge report became the foundational document 
of the welfare state. Beveridge identified five overarching 
‘evils’ to be addressed through the public provision of 
welfare services: disease, idleness, ignorance, squalor and 
want (Alcock 2003). To address these wants, certain services, 
such as social insurance and health care were provided 
universally. Access to other services, like social care, was 
“determined by strict eligibility criteria and assessments 
by professionals” (Cottam 2008). Parallel trends in the field 
of psychology influenced services to become “more and 
more concerned with the individualistic, psychoanalytical 
approach to social problems” (Alcock 2003). This led to 
criticisms that the ‘individual pathology’ model resulted in 

a wilful avoidance of the social determinants of individual 
deficits (Bailey and Brake 1975). The political traction behind 
the welfare state allowed it to grow, professionalise and 
become increasingly sophisticated in the identification and 
addressing of new needs (Alcock 2003). But policy was 
focussed on individuals, not communities. For example 
the fact that slum clearance ripped apart social networks in 
working class neighbourhoods was never seen as an issue, 
as housing improvement answered a less complex need.

1980-1994 – Market logic

Concerns about the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
welfare state were beginning to mount by the early 1970s 
(though it was not without its critics throughout). On the 
heels of a changing political and economic climate, there 
was a movement in the public sector away from ‘bureaucratic 
administration’ and towards “an emphasis on management 
skills with a focus on greater efficiency, effectiveness and 
economy; a shift from bureaucratic reliance on rules to 
quantifiable output measures and performance targets…
embracing the idea of responsiveness to the ‘customer’ as 
opposed to the citizen” (Miller and McTavish 2014; Hood 
1991). Management professionals were now more specific 
than ever about employing sophisticated techniques to 
identify deficits in the population and deploy services in 
response. 

1994-2015

The dawn of New Labour in 1997 saw an energetic drive 
towards public service reform and innovation. This era 
saw an emphasis on the third sector and social enterprise 
to compliment the state and markets (Alcock 2003). This 
approach did increase service user choice: Blairism defined 
citizens as consumers who, armed with the weapon of 
“choice”, were encouraged to demand the best school, 
the cleanest hospital, the safest streets. Targets and league 
tables were introduced as a mechanism to push up standards. 
But this empowerment did not always translate into the 
provision of services themselves, and they were still producer-
led and centrally planned (Prowle 2011; Muir and Parker 
2014). Public contracting has placed higher burdens on 
accountability, outputs and outcome targets, underlining 
the already highly professionalised nature of public welfare 
provision. (Barlett, Roberts and Le Grand 1998). 

Theorising social policy: change and continuity
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In the evolution of services over the late 20th century, a 
deficits focus has turned wellbeing into a discussion of how to 
avoid the life we don’t want to live, instead of building the life 
we do want to live. Additionally, the benefits of participation 
culture have not been seen as part of either a solution at scale 
or an objective that the state could afford to invest in; other, 
more pressing issues always took precedence.

Catching up

But as we have seen, this tide is turning. There is increasingly 
widespread recognition of a powerful potential if we can get 
the relationship between citizens and government right. In 
recent years there have been numerous policy innovations 
that have been developed to address this dynamic - starting 
from the recognition that beneficial shared outcomes like 
good health, clean streets or effective learning simply cannot 
be created by government alone but fundamentally depend 
on a co-production between services and citizens. Indeed, 
like the earlier observation of the trend of connectedness in 
projects from the European Mayors Challenge programme 
showed, policymakers are catching up and eagerly seeking 
for new ways of organising services around the power of 
social networks – frequently working together with a range 
of social innovators. 

This more heartfelt approach to citizen engagement and public 
participation was emblematic of the Labour government 
between 1997 and 2010. In order to overcome service silos, 
New Labour started initiatives such as Every Child Matters 
to create ‘joined-up services’ focused around the experience 
of the ‘user’. They were backed by strategic coordination 
mechanisms such as Local Strategic Partnerships and Local 
Area Agreements, and area-based public services focussed 
around neighbourhoods within its New Deal for Communities 
agenda – attempting to implement a ‘whole-place’ approach 
that acknowledged neighbourhood effects. There was also 
increasing focus on co-design and co-production in an effort 
to leverage the service-user’s experience in improving service 
design and delivery. The Big Society agenda of the Coalition 
Government, while emerging out of a different political and 
economic climate than New Labour, continued with many 
of the same themes. It claimed to put people in the driving 
seat of shaping local services through its devolution drive, 
crowned with the Localism Act of 2011.  Many of these 
efforts draw on the knowledge and assets present within 
communities, choosing not to treat people solely as service 
recipients with a focus on deficits alone. 

The limits to participation

The increasing emphasis on citizens participating in creating 
outcomes comes at the same time as progressed insights in 

the limits to participation; particularly, in the limits to the type 
of public engagement approaches developed over the past 
decades. For instance, the emphasis on informing people 
and offering consultation in decision-making processes, or 
involving people through representative neighbourhood 
boards or area forums, is a limited approach to participation. 
(Newman and Clarke, 2009). In effect, this is a strategy to 
bring the citizen into the structures of the state, instead 
of redesigning the structures around citizen activity. This 
means that discussions continue to revolve around service 
improvement or governance structures instead of collective 
action (Tonkens, 2009). The government’s approach to the 
third sector (local charities, development trusts and social 
enterprises etc) with an emphasis on service contracts, 
capacity building, contract and investment readiness, has 
turned the citizen sector into a sector that mirrors itself and 
is highly state dependent. 

Co-production is often deployed in an effort to deliver 
services that address deficits rather than build resilience and 
strengthen social-networks. Though the creativity and energy 
of social entrepreneurs and local third sector organisations 
has definitely been a force for good, the risk is that many 
people have stopped acting like citizens, and instead 
have become frustrated underfunded semi-professionals.  

As Tonkens (2009) puts it:
“The state simultaneously underestimates citizens when 
limiting their role to mere consultees, and overburdens 
people when asking them to take over traditional government 
roles.” (Tonkens 2009). 

Gordon Brown, in his foreword to the Government devolution 
White Paper Real People-Real Power, wrote: 
“This is not about making people sit in meetings on wet 
Tuesday nights, it is about helping citizens to get involved 
when they want to on their own terms – paving the way for 
a new style of active politics that not only gives people a 
greater say but ensures that their voices are heard and that 
their views will make a difference.” (Communities and Local 
Government 2008 p.i).

Unfortunately, the meeting on a wet Tuesday night still 
dominates traditional, state-led participation opportunities. 
This has led to phenomena such as consultation fatigue: 
citizens’ highly sceptical responses to another government 
attempt for them to ‘have their say’. People are frustrated 
by the often significant time input required, the uncertainty 
of whether inputs are being used in relevant ways, and the 
lack of visible or direct effect. 

“More often that not, these methods discourage busy and 
thoughtful individuals from wasting their time in going 

“Current models for encouraging citizens 
to participate in civic life are geared around 
citizens influencing decisions making or 
service delivery, rather than individually or 
collectively making change themselves. But 
this needs to change; participation must 
enable citizens to take action rather than just 
have a conversation.” 

The Civic Commons, RSA

through what appear to be nothing more than rituals 
designed to satisfy legal requirements.” (Dukes, Firehock 
and Birkhoff 2011).

The process-focused approach to engagement also means that 
participation in these structures has been less than inclusive. 
Hajer calls this the paradox of participation, suggesting that 
the more possibilities created for participation, the greater 
the gap between the citizens that use these opportunities 
and those that do not (Hajer, 2005). For some citizens the 
traditional model of engagement works just fine: they relish 
the opportunity of engaging in the local planning arena, to 
take over local public assets and become semi-professionals 
in the delivery of care or other activities. For such assertive 
citizens, an increasing number of tools and platforms enables 
them to self-organise, and access information online and in 
physical forums - connecting to the state in ways that even 
a few decades ago would have hit many more barriers. 

But by and large, people have not become more ‘involved.’ 
For example, according to the Final Big Society Audit (2015), 
people are “less likely to believe they can influence decisions 
in their local area: 34% in 2013-14, a significant decrease 
compared to all other years since 2001. 69% of people 
thought it important to influence decisions in their local 
area, a significant decrease from 75 per cent the year before 
and all other years since 2007” (Slocock, Hayes and Harker 
2015 p.18). 

Equally, not many citizens have responded to the Big Society’s 
opportunities to be more directly involved in shaping places, 
such as taking over library services, writing local planning 
documents or developing community housing projects 
under Right to Build. The Confederation of Cooperative 
Housing, when commenting on one of the Big Society 
programmes, stated that it has “placed far too high an 

expectation on exceptional individuals in communities with 
existing community skills and commitment” (2015 p.20). 

The Big Society agenda, like New Labour before it, appear  
“both overly hopeful about the capacity of civil society to 
take immediate advantage of this liberty, and insufficiently 
clear about how existing public services institutions can 
better stimulate civil society, particularly where engagement 
is most lacking.” (Kippin and Lucas). As a result, the citizens 
who do end up engaging tend to be a select bunch, who 
return again and again. 

What becomes more and more apparent – from good 
examples as well as bad – is that meaningful change in this 
participation dynamic depends on the conditions under 
which the exchange of ideas takes place. As Hajer puts 
it: “Over the years, the fixed statutory-based modes of 
participation have produced their own dramaturgy, one in 
which the dramatis personae is well known and the different 
actors play their roles from a generally known script. [An 
empirical case study] showed that even with the same cast 
policy deliberation can change face through experiments with 
new settings and stagings. It thus suggests that we need to 
rethink the settings of public participation.” (Hajer 2005, 642). 

Beyond the ‘paradox of participation’

More recently, progress has been made in various service 
innovations, which address some of the weaknesses of 
previous attempts. For example, when government innovation 
agency FutureGov worked with Surrey Council to create 
Casserole, a meal-sharing platform where local households 
share meals with older neighbours, initiators acknowledged 
that this was essentially all about social capital. Early research 
finds that 70% of diners consider the ‘cook’ to be a friend, 
with 80% of pairs sharing a meal on a weekly basis and 70% 
of pairs having extra social contact besides their dinners. 80% 
of diners say that Casserole Club and other services provide 
opportunities for socialising that they would not otherwise 
have (Skinner 2014).

Comoodle is a council-led initiative in Kirklees - a digital 
platform on which residents of Kirklees can propose projects 
that they want to pursue that will have a positive effect on the 
greater area. Through the platform, the council aims to link 
these social entrepreneurs with underused council resources  
including vehicles, space and tools (Comoodle 2015).

The charity Keyring works with local governments to 
de-professionalise care services for adults with learning 
difficulties. By bringing them together in local networks that 
are supported to be part of the community, and sharing skills 
and talents instead of focussing solely on deficits, they can 
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show that in many cases, cost savings can be made while 
improving outcomes and wellbeing (Keyring 2015). This same 
approach of peer support has led to significant improvements 
in outcomes for diabetes patients achieved by local NHS 
services across the country.

And in Leeds, communal caring through Neighbourhood 
Networks has reduced the need for professionalised 
services, thereby saving the council money; by one estimate 
this approach prevented 1,450 older people from being 
hospitalised and helped 617 people be discharged from 
hospital (Neighbourhood Networks 2015).

These are just some brief examples. Intricate project histories 
and complexities lie behind all of them which we cannot 
do justice to here. But the common thread is that all these 
innovations recognise that people aren’t just there to be 
consulted – they can truly co-produce outcomes through 
an understanding of the value of distributed social networks 
and peer support to social outcomes. There are potential 
gains to be made by a de-professionalisation of certain 
aspects of social care, albeit in interrelation with a network of 
professionals where needed; and by overcoming the divide 
between provider and beneficiary. 

There are still limitations to many such approaches: for 
example, peer-to-peer support between people with similar 
conditions or problems, as is the focus of some of the 
examples above, is not the same as enabling supportive 
networks between different groups. But they are all signs 
of moving beyond a one-size-fits-all service approach, and 
instead embracing the complexity of human social relations 
as a route towards better and more resilient social outcomes.

To overcome previous barriers to participation, inclusivity 
is becoming increasingly important. It cannot be forgotten 
that the drive towards citizen engagement and responsibility 
takes place against the background of severe and growing 
social and geographic inequality. Future opportunities of 
participation and collaboration between the citizens and 
the public sector must explicitly take this into account. As 
Maurice Specht has observed: “The will to participate is 
not so much the starting point, but the outcome of a lot of 
work” (2012 p.251). 

The next step

The next step is to recognise how, in addition to public service 
innovation, there is a complementary way to produce shared 
beneficial outcomes. People’s participation in a wide range of 
citizen-initiated projects and ventures moves the focus from 
co-produced public services to co-produced places. This new 
institutional diversity should be based on welcoming the 

wide diversity of contributions that entrepreneurial citizens 
can make, rooted in a greater understanding of this new 
participation culture and civic entrepreneurship. It would 
require government at national and local level to be receptive 
to this, as it needs to move along with the creativity, energy, 
passion and drive of people acting autonomously, and seeing 
itself as a facilitator of open ended, collective activity in a 
much greater density than currently exists (Beunderman, Van 
der Heijden en Specht 2012; Parker 2014). The ground for 
exploring such participation at scale is becoming increasingly 
fertile. But it requires us to really understand autonomous 
citizen activities so we can best support it to flourish. 

“The question we, therefore, need to 
ask is not whether the active citizen ... 
can, or should replace the welfare state. 
The question we should ask is whether 
the existence of other governance 
models within the system … could 
not be complemented by other types 
of institutions, thus contributing to 
a greater institutional diversity, and, 
therefore, a more resilient society.” 

Tine de Moor
Professor, Institutions for Collective Action
Utrecht University
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If we want to maximise the potential of collective, informal 
citizen activity in order to create shared public outcomes, 
we need to work with the grain of people’s aspirations 
and approaches – and understand how new forms of civic 
participation and entrepreneurship develop and work 
in practice. Through our work as authors, editors and 
researchers as well as through our practice as project initiators 
and supporters, we have, over the past 10 years, built up 
an understanding of these projects in relation to more 
embedded existing institutional and corporate structures. 
Equally, this understanding has been shaped by the work 
of many other researchers and partners in this field. In the 
following, we focus on what makes these initiatives unique, 
what it would mean to have a density of projects such as 
these, the greater potential they hold, and their significance 
for the future of public policy.

“Contrary to what the media suggest[s] 
we should not consider many of the 
current initiatives as a response to the 
crisis. The new wave of initiatives was 
already under way, in the first years of the 
21st century, before the first signs of the 
crisis became noticeable.”  

Tine de Moor, Homo Cooperans 2014

How do participatory projects develop differently

As discussed before, we see this new participation culture 
span a wide range of activities from cashless or barter-based 
communal activities such as cooking, growing or learning 
projects through to revenue producing cooperative utilities 
suppliers or sophisticated online platforms and so forth. 
Many invent new hybrid models, including methods, shared 
aims and collaborations from across the private sector, public 
sector, and traditional third sector. Given this diversity, what 
are some the defining features of these projects? How are 
they different from the local activism or civic initiatives that 
we have seen before? 

We find that there are six main characteristics that distinguish 
these projects: 

Emergent: The projects we have studied have all been 
started by citizens as ‘ordinary people’. Not primarily in 
a formal role such as community organisers, or to make 
money, nor because they were invited to by governing 
authority or organisation, or given a pot of money to entice 
them into action. In The Empathic City (Beunderman and 
Lengkeek 2012)  we recognised that there are many different 
motivations for starting these initiatives. In many cases citizens 
simply recognise and act on an opportunity to do something 
they think is worthwhile, whether addressing a problem or 
seizing on opportunities or ‘trying out’ an idea they have as 
a professional. In other words, the starting point for these 
early projects isn’t based on government inviting citizens in 
the existing ways through traditional participation structures 
such as representation, charity or consultation. People form 
collectives, groups, enterprises, meeting spaces to join 
together and take practical action. 

‘Live’ and ‘lean’ development: The initiatives are not efforts 
to compel some other party to solve a problem, but are 
rooted in practical DIY ethos. Although a lot of thought is 
being poured into these activities, people develop their 
own ideas ‘live’, and through trial and error, testing new 
ways of working. Such prototyping allows others to feed in, 
improve, question, add to or and even drop initial versions 
of an idea. In that sense they are close to the ‘lean start-up’ 
philosophy that stems from the technology start-up sector 
and which has become more mainstream. These methods 
emphasise rapid idea development and feedback loops to 
find out what works as quickly as possible. These tests help 
to establish early on whether ideas have traction, how they 
can be smartly deployed, and who are possible partners. 
This way of working is in complete contrast to the focus of 
many traditional business building processes – which often 
involve planning projects in detail on paper, and submitting 
proposals for formal support. Importantly, it also attracts a 
wholly different type of person to get involved and contribute 
– the doers. The focus on rapid development also creates 
a different space for conversation with established parties. 
New possibilities tested out ‘on the ground’ demonstrate 
alternative ways of working and often help to establish a more 
collaborative relationship with local government or other 

Understanding autonomous 
citizen activity 

partners. As the founders of Singeldingen, a Rotterdam-
based public realm initiative say: “Whoever actually acts, 
can make decisions”.

Oblique approaches: These initiatives develop oblique or 
secondary ways of addressing social, environmental, and 
economic issues. Obliquity is a concept explored in detail 
by John Kay (2010) in a book with the subtitle “Why our 
goals are best achieved indirectly”. In it he shows that in our 
complex world, we cannot presume to ever know enough 
to tackle problems head on. Instead we need to “recognise 
that complex objectives tend to be imprecisely defined and 
contain many elements that are not necessarily or obviously 
compatible with each other (…) Oblique approaches often 
step backwards to move forwards” (Kay, 2010, p. 4). So if you 
want to address health problems, you might not just send 
in a healthworker, but create a Mens Shed where people 
can meet and build relationships with each other, and who, 
over time and in the course of normal conversation, bring 
up what is bothering them. Further study is needed to be 
able to predict these types of outcomes more reliably. But 
their effect should not be underestimated, particularly as 
they create multiple second order effects through mutually 
reinforcing factors such as social capital. 

Platforms for participation and mutualism: Unlike many 
government or third-sector led projects of the past, the new 
participatory project and civic ventures don’t seek to involve 
people in processes or representative structures, but are 
direct opportunities for participation. They operate on a 
platform logic: thriving on uncovering, inviting and combining 
multiple, unpredictable sources of input such as dormant 
existing resources or ideas from multiple sources, rather than 
just focusing on creating new products. For example with 
overcrowded hospitals a platform approach would look to 
system redesign, prevention and needs reduction, a products 
approach would procure more hospital beds. The former is a 
highly generative approach, as the wide range of unplanned, 
indirectly facilitated exchanges between platform participants 
can generate independent momentum. 

The internet can be seen as a platform which has created 
the ability of new collaborative relationships between 
people moving beyond tight knit small groups, to large 
scale, mutual, peer to peer networks of loose ties. It has 
created the possibility for what Michel Bauwens calls the 
‘horizontalisation of productive human relationships’ with the 
potential for forming the backbone of a new and emerging 
economy (Bauwens, 2012). This platform logic is also evident 
in many local projects and increasing numbers of people 
are now seeing this kind of exchange as a natural way of 
producing and sharing resources. 

Scale: Most of these projects work on a local scale. They tend 
to be rooted in the very tangible opportunities and problems 
of people’s lived experience in local areas and the social 
networks embedded in them. Where some stay as hyper-local, 
non-formal initiatives, many can grow into incorporated local 
ventures. In many cases, a specific approach is developed 
and shown to work in one area which subsequently has 
potential elsewhere, like in the case of Incredible Edible 
Todmorden (growing in public places), many renewable 
energy cooperatives or Trade School (barter for knowledge). 
This type of scaling is a proliferation i.e. the adoption and 
adaptation of an idea or core model in new contexts, rather 
than the original project necessarily expanding. The crucial 
point is that the ownership and potential to iterate remain 
local and are embedded in the local context. Online idea 
sharing, peer learning and crowd-funding of course plays a 
role, but such platforms (whether national or global) tend 
to accelerate and connect the local rather than leading to 
decontextualised forms of ‘scaling’. However, currently many 
projects do not scale at all or struggle to do so, for lack of 
fertile ground in neighbourhoods to adopt and adapt such 
ideas. 

The new ways of doing pioneered by such initiatives are 
about more than reinventing social business and reorganising 
everyday life. They can also be seen, at heart, as attempts 
– some deliberately and explicitly, others less so – at 
reinventing democracy at an everyday level. It is people 
trying to figure out how we can collectively build a positive 
future through practical means - rather than relying solely on 
voting candidates into office, responding to consultations, or 
campaigning. As these projects create new forms and types 
of public domain or ‘commons’, that is, resources accessible 
to all members of a society (Parker 2015; Franke et al. 2015), 
they therefore have to engage with new types of institutional 
and governance questions about accessibility and inclusion, 
openness and transparency, responsibility, decision-making, 
and relations to wider structures. They also raise a series of 
questions about how to invest in them effectively.
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Autonomous citizen activity 
and established organisations

As we have seen before, the new autonomous citizen 
activities frequently focus on making interventions in the 
public domain at large – whether public spaces or issues that 
used to be and / or still are of public policy concern (Franke 
et al. 2015). Therefore they logically interact with establish 
players in this domain, whether government or other public 
value institutions like housing associations, or commercial 
organisations that provide public services in a variety of ways. 

As would be expected this leads to a range of new challenges, 
as established actors are not necessarily used to the existence 
and ways of working of these new protagonists, nor organised 
to make the most of such new sources of ideas, energy 
and entrepreneurialism. The uneasy relationship between 
entrepreneurial citizens and established players has been 
noted in a wide range of publications (e.g. Beunderman et 
al. 2011; Franke et al. 2015; Parker 2014). 

This does not mean that there is no goodwill. Both at national 
and local level, there are increasing attempts to understand, 
collaborate with and facilitate the initiatives of citizens. In 
The Netherlands, the national government co-commissioned 
research and advice on how the public sector should respond 
to citizen initiatives (Van der Heijden, Van der Mark and 
Meiresonne 2007; WRR 2012; Beunderman, Van der Heijden 
and Specht 2012; RMO 2013) and supported the founding of a 
network of citizen-driven ventures called Kracht in Nederland 
(‘Strength in the Netherlands’). The Big Society agenda in 
the UK aimed, through the Community Rights initiative, to 
give communities stronger rights to progress independent 
initiatives. At local level many cities like Rotterdam and 
Bologna, discussed on pages 160 and 168 respectively, are 
developing collaborative approaches. In that sense Lambeth 
Council’s approach to The Open Works is not an isolated 
innovation: established organisations are trying to open up.

It is only to be expected that this process is sometimes 
awkward or complex, as it requires not just a change in 
strategy or everyday practice but also a shift in culture and 
a fundamental re-thinking of the role of different players and 
a reorientation on the role of professionals. 

There are different issues that are being noted in this 
transition.

Fear of letting go: Some established organisations still see 
the autonomous initiatives as concerning or challenging 
because they have a fundamentally different organising 
logic and this brings up a range of issues. Rather than seeing 
the autonomy and open-endedness of citizen initiatives as 
a potential source of strength, they often struggle to adapt 
their systems to manage their unpredictability. They worry 
about risks to the public, challenges to established ways of 
doing or potential future liabilities. Such attitudes lead to 
a lack of flexibility towards, for example, planting trees in 
public spaces or unlocking community kitchens for shared 
use. In particular this manifests itself in a highly procedural, 
rules-orientated approach, and holding on to traditional 
models of approving, commissioning or licensing. This risks 
frustrating initiators and thwarting the energy, creativity and 
drive of new initiatives. 

‘Let’s just move out of the way’: In other cases the 
pendulum swings in the opposite direction, when established 
organisations see the value, potential and role of autonomous 
initiatives as nothing less than transformative. This leads to 
interpreting the traditional behaviour of the established player 
as one that used to be exclusively a hindrance which therefore 
needs to be removed, captured in the frequently-uttered 
phrase: ‘let’s get out of the way of new initiatives.’ Whilst the 
loosening of rules may be welcome, there are risks to this 
approach: firstly, many new initiatives, aware that they are 
operating in the public domain and therefore in the interface 
with established players, do desire conversations about 
how to configure this relationship in a more collaborative 
and responsible way. The ‘get out of the way’ attitude risks 
underestimating and under-resourcing the process of mutual 
adjustment that may be required, and avoids dealing with 
some of the potentially thorny issues this may bring up. 
Secondly, this attitude underestimates the fact that not all 
places and social groups are necessarily able to grasp the 
potential for civic entrepreneurship to the same degree – 
many have had little or no exposure to innovative models. 
The approach also risks exacerbating social divisions if 
entirely autonomous initiatives are seen as a normative good, 
supposed to happen spontaneously and without support to 
improve places everywhere (Uitermark 2014). It could lead to 
a form of ‘blaming’ neighbourhoods where initiatives don’t 
spontaneously occur, and underinvesting in the institutional 
infrastructure required to unlock, facilitate and support the 

new participatory culture. We need to purposefully enable 
people to contribute to and benefit from the commons – the 
resources accessible to all members of a society – otherwise 
the risk is that, in the context of further public sector cuts, 
many neighbourhoods face the perspective of becoming of 
a wastelands (Parker 2014).

Instrumentalisation and over-asking: Where citizen 
initiative is more enthusiastically welcomed, the same 
‘normative’ interpretation of citizen initiative can lead to 
its instrumentalisation. Rather than a unique, independent 
form of agency that can have multiple valuable outcomes, 
citizen initiatives can sometimes be viewed primarily through 
the lens of achieving existing policy goals or cushioning 
the impact of budget cuts, and expediently treated as 
such. Simon Parker (2015) describes how he was “asked by 
one senior local government official how he could ‘bend’ 
local social action around his council’s priorities.” Such an 
approach risks misinterpreting the motivation, drive and 
potential behind many initiatives (Tonkens 2009; Tonkens 
2014; Specht and Van der Zwaard 2015). The essentially 
voluntary involvement of people becomes overburdened 
with responsibilities and tasks, leading citizens feel that 
certain roles that should continue to be held by councils 
or housing associations are offloaded onto them, or that 
they are being turned into something they are not: a social 
enterprise with an outsourced service contract for example, 
or a representative neighbourhood forum. 

Deadly embrace: Sometimes, genuine positive engagement 
may lead to a counter-intuitive problem: over-resourcing and 
over-engagement. Whilst few civic initiatives would expect 
ever to suffer from too many resources, there have been cases 
where generously intended offers of funding have disrupted 
organic, informal development processes and unhelpfully 
changed the growth dynamic of civic ventures. Equally, 
many civic initiatives report that politicians and policymakers 
can be over-zealous in trying to learn from new initiatives, 
leading to unpaid volunteers being asked to host endless 
workshops to help paid professionals to learn – a positive 
attitude in principle needs to be matched with reciprocity 
and sensitivity in practice. A type of over-asking, the impulse 
to suddenly involve successful initiatives in ‘everything’, from 
formal neighbourhood planning to asset transfers or public 
service contract bids, may simply be unhelpful. What they 
have in common is that they start with the logic and needs 
of the established players as opposed to starting with an 
understanding of citizen activities and their development 
trajectories.

The four issues sketched above may seem extremes or 
caricatures, but most established organisations display some 
or all of these unhelpful traits to some degree – often without 

intending to. Genuine concern about their responsibility for 
the common good coupled with lack of experience in dealing 
with these new questions and widespread pressure on 
resources often drives suboptimal processes. This disregards 
or underplays the need for real institutional redesign.

Institutional redesign requires we see new participation 
culture and civic venturing for what it is: an innovative 
domain that can build productive and collaborative relations 
with the public sector, with a shared vision, but not as a 
top down policy tool (Franke 2015; Specht and Van der 
Zwaard 2015). Political buy-in and enthusiasm as well as 
practical discussions about financial investment, regulation 
and licencing, outcomes measuring and mutual learning 
frameworks all need to begin from the starting point of the 
local initiatives themselves (Beunderman, Van der Heijden 
and Specht 2012).

Whist this engagement undeniably involves complexity and 
challenge, and an investment of effort in building fertile 
ground for the new participation culture, this investment is 
justified by the potential for high levels of unique value to 
be co-created in this domain and the potential to generate 
social resilience at scale.
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Financing participatory culture

The finance landscape for participation culture and the civic 
economy has changed significantly over the past few years. 
In previous decades, many early-stage, relatively informal 
citizen-led activities would have been funded from a range 
of small grant schemes or regeneration funding pots. Single 
regeneration budgets, New Deal for Communities and other 
flagship regeneration programmes of the recent past often 
had micro grant schemes for community activities, led both 
by established organisations and less structured groups; and 
mainstream council revenue budgets and grant programmes 
from the Big Lottery and other funders frequently supported 
many small-scale community activities. Such activities were 
often different in nature than the participation culture model 
described in this report (see page 38 for comparison). Funding 
was often on a project-by-project basis; but on the whole, 
local community activity was relatively well resourced.

A changing funding landscape

Such funding has now drastically reduced. There are still 
some place-based grant programmes such as the Lottery’s 
Big Local Trust, which invests heavily in particularly deprived 
areas, but elsewhere many regeneration programmes and 
their micro-grant schemes have dried up. Mainstream public 
sector revenue budgets are evidently also under severe 
pressure. Though not a perfect proxy for all funding in this 
domain, recent NCVO and Big Society Audit data regarding 
the cuts to the voluntary sector show how rapidly this domain 
is changing: grants have fallen by several £100 million and 
have frequently been replaced with contract-based funding 
– though that cannot make up for all grant reductions. In 
particular, it is noted, local authority funding has reduced, 
and “smaller organisations and services to disadvantaged 
people [are] particularly affected” (NCVO 2014; Slocock, 
Hayes, and Harker 2015).

Not all funding reductions are equally disastrous. The ‘funding 
carousel’ has often led to unhelpful forms of competition 
and grant dependency, and many civic entrepreneurs have 
mentioned that a reduced level of grant funding has enabled 
them to be more creative, critical and strategic in developing 
projects (Beunderman and Lengkeek 2012). But many informal 
initiatives still need some enabling funding to get started, or 
may get to a situation where they want to consider taking a 
next step in scale and scope of operations. In other words, 

investment in this domain will be required in the future. 
Self-funding, cooperative funding and other forms of crowd-
funding all play a rapidly growing role in civic ventures but 
cannot necessarily fulfil all funding needs (Meijs et al. 2015; 
Baeck et al. 2014). 

To complement both public sector funding for social 
outcomes and ‘the crowd’, many look towards the recent 
growth in social impact finance, defined as investment in 
“organisations that hold a long-term social mission, set 
social outcome objectives and measure their achievement, 
whether they be social sector organisations or impact-driven 
businesses” (Social Impact Investment Taskforce 2014). 
Globally we are now witnessing how in the boardrooms 
of philanthropic organisations, mission-driven investors, 
government-backed and even mainstream private investors, 
more and more money is lining up to support social value-
driven activity through investment (loans or equity stakes, 
primarily) rather than as grant or subsidy. The UK is frequently 
seen as leading this domain, spurred on by Government-led 
pilots such as Big Society Capital or the Social Incubator 
fund, and a host of other forward looking social investors.  

A remarkable distance

There is currently a lack of funding types to suit the informal 
activities of the emerging participation culture and early stage 
development of community businesses and ventures within 
the civic economy. There is a remarkable distance between 
impact investors and community based, civic ventures - as 
opposed to social enterprises and larger third sector ventures 
(Beunderman and Van der Heijden 2014). 

There are many reasons for this. The operating and value 
models for new types of hybrid civic ventures are relatively 
underdeveloped so that there is no ready flow of demand 
for investment as yet, let alone actually realised deals 
(Shanmugalingam et al. 2011). Additionally the two worlds 
don’t speak each other’s language and many social investors 
are still at an early stage of understanding their requirements 
for blended return on investment. After all, social investment 
as it currently defined requires a mix of financial return 
and measurable impact, and it is not always clear how to 
conceptualise and account for this in practice. It is an early 
stage market where data is still scarce, and many parties are 

on steep learning curves (EngagedX 2015). Finally, the small 
scale of many outcomes-based ventures has been a barrier 
– whereas there is an emerging case for investment in larger 
deals, the early stage, individual small-scale activities and 
ventures are by and large not seen to be investable. 

More fundamental is the question, what types of social 
investment are useful and viable in this domain in order to 
generate the desired level of social impact. In a funding-
scarce world, investment models that compel fledgling 
initiatives to generate revenue too early on could well choke 
the energy and motivation of the people involved, or prevent 
people from even starting. Not every citizen-driven project 
with small-scale finance needs can or needs to become a 
revenue-driven social enterprise. It is not yet evident how 
impact investment can be refined to benefit the often small-
scale, complex and emergent value creation models of civic 
entrepreneurs, as opposed to more business-like, scalable 
social enterprises. Equally, continued project-by-project 
grant giving clearly has proven to be unsustainable; the funds 
have dried up and their overall social impact is often viewed 
as short term. In other words, a different model is needed.

Investing in outcomes

Better, then, to fund projects on the basis of their outcomes. 
The logic is increasingly compelling: projects that prevent 
not just the human but also the financial cost of various 
social issues from spiralling out of control, enable us to avoid 
enormous societal cost. For example, initiatives like Australia’s 
Mensheds clearly connect to avoiding the costs of mental 
health problems and care. The G8 Taskforce’s report cites that 
in the UK, for example, “the annual cost to the government 
of a convicted youth offender is around £21,268. The cost of 
a successful intervention that prevents reoffending may be as 
little as £7,000 making it very attractive for the government 
to fund prevention in this area.” (Social Impact Investment 
Taskforce 2014). 

Traditionally, the state frequently failed in making preventative 
investment to avoid later costs. Where such costs are known, 
and causal links between early intervention and better 
outcomes firmly established, the concept of Social Impact 
Bonds (SIBs) now has increasing traction. This is progress, but 
we need to be clear about its limits. As the same G8 Taskforce 
recognises: “So far, despite the buzz around the idea of SIBs, 
the amount of capital raised remains tiny relative to their 
potential, at around $100 million [globally]. That compares 
with £250 billion of social service delivery by government in 
the UK alone.” (Social Impact Investment Taskforce 2014). 
Elsewhere too there is caution about the applicability and 
success of Social Impact Bonds (Cahalane 2014).

One of the particular limitations of Social Impact Bonds is 
the fact that for its financial mechanism to work, there needs 
to be a clear causal trail between specific interventions, 
outputs, outcomes and ‘cashable savings.’ That has made 
them useful for funding structured, highly focussed and 
often large-scale social programmes, but less compatible 
with local citizen-led activities, which tend to be quite open 
ended in the type of outcomes they create – outcomes which 
are frequently multifaceted rather than highly targeted, as 
is required for Social Impact Bonds to work. If we truly want 
to invest in underpinning a participation culture and civic 
economy at scale, SIBs, useful though they are, will often 
not be the answer. 

System impact

Fundamentally, investing in the systemic resilience of places 
cannot remain focused exclusively at the level of single 
initiatives. Value creation, investments and cost savings need 
to look at places, their liabilities, risks and opportunities in the 
round, and we need to design new financing mechanisms that 
can work with this level of complexity, at different geographical 
scales. The problem has been that much social investment, 
driven by analogies from the commercial start-up investment 
world, has been focused on investing in singular start-ups 
that operate in isolation from each other. 

The research through The Open Works project and this report 
suggests that investing in citizen-driven activity requires a new 
collective investment mechanism, with investors that primarily 
want social dividends or reductions in social, environmental 
or economic liabilities. As outlined on page 160, sustainable 
change in an area is more likely to work through a density of 
initiatives rather than being based on singular interventions 
and singular beneficiaries and outcomes. Investing in civic 
systems should be based on the explicit understanding that, 
at various scale levels (a neighbourhood or a river biosystem, 
for example), investment needs to happen on this systems-
wide scale. 

This implies that investment should be focused on the 
collective, system-level infrastructure or platform for change, 
at least as much as on individual initiatives or ventures. 
Recently, much has been written about new ways of creating 
formal ‘collective impact’ alliances to achieve successful 
long-term multi-actor collaboration. Such alliances can tackle 
deep-seated social and environmental issues, but require 
investment in the backbone structure in order to be successful 
(Kania and Kramer 2011). Others too have highlighted the 
importance of focusing on systems change rather than 
individual entrepreneurship (Ventresca 2011).
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The Open Works platform, at the scale envisaged at Year 
3, will generate powerful outcomes through a distributed 
ecology of projects and activities, which will be co-produced 
with local opportunities. Whole community outcomes will 
be achieved without prescribing exactly what the precise 
outcomes ought to be from each project. This is a very 
different model for procuring outcomes than through current 
commissioning models, which currently make investing in 
open-ended, multiple value-creating initiatives very difficult. 
These opportunity-based initiatives grow through constant 
iteration and through their ability for lateral development. 
Who could have predicted that Incredible Edible Todmorden, 
which started in 2005 as an environmental initiative, nearly 
10 years later would becoming an engine for collective 
confidence and economic growth in this previously depressed 
Northern English mill town? 

Investing in support structures

The challenge is now to invest in new infrastructures that 
support whole-systems change; in particular, in the support 
structures that will enable these myriad civic initiatives to 
develop their cumulative, systemic impact on people and 
places. There is increasing recognition that this type of 
facilitation of and investment in new types of platforms is 
highly relevant for the public sector, for example as a way 
for local government to enable local people to contribute to 
positive outcomes through open-ended, ‘commons’-based 
activities (Parker 2014; Parker 2015).  

We have a growing knowledge of how social outcomes 
can occur across a local system through the autonomous 
activity of citizens, without the prescriptiveness of traditional 
commissioning or more recent outcomes based contracts. 
We are increasingly seeing how important it is to invest 
in collective support infrastructures for this, in order to 
complement continued targeted grant-making, individual 
social start-up investment and crowdfunding. The challenge 
is now to design an investment approach that matches these 
new insights.

“Social Capital improves child welfare, lowers rates of 
child abuse, and facilitates the transition to adult life. Is 
associated with lower crime, is linked to better government, 
and is perhaps even more important than human capital 
in improving well-being. Economic inequality might be 
both the cause and consequence of inequality in social 
capital. Social capital can mediate differences in overall 
literacy or learning outcomes.” 

Cole and Healy
The Well-being of Nations
OECD, 2001
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The outcomes of autonomous 
citizen activity 

As they operate in the public domain, the activities of 
autonomous citizen activities and civic entrepreneurship 
have outcomes that are valuable to policy-makers, even 
though they fall outside the territory of traditional policy 
levers, public services or commissioning. Our central claim 
is that these outcomes are deeply relevant to contributing to 
the many social economic and environmental challenges we 
face in our cities, towns, villages and neighbourhoods today. 
For instance, Incredible Edible is credited with reversing the 
economic decline of Todmorden (see page 180); Wadebridge 
Renewable Energy Network (WREN) has enabled energy 
savings, a growth in locally generated renewable energy 
and the creation of a community investment fund (see page 
172); the Brixton People’s Kitchen has reduced food waste 
and connected isolated parents (see page 178); Mensheds 
improve the well-being of older men and their families (see 
page 176), and Rotterdam’s Reading Room has created, 
amongst other things, a myriad of peer-to-peer learning 
opportunities, including people at risk of social exclusion 
and worklessness (see page 182). 

All of these outcomes are highly relevant as they contribute 
to resolving deep-seated social issues that public policy has 
failed to resolve. In addition, in the face of budget austerity, 
more and more councils recognise that seeing places as 
‘commons’ where citizens can contribute to shared outcomes 
is a potential alternative to a wasteland of service cuts and 
closed-down facilities (Parker 2014; Parker 2015). The obvious 
question that will be asked about this is: what evidence 
is there that the activities of autonomous civic initiatives 
do indeed lead to sustainable outcomes? What evidence 
around impact would give policymakers and practitioners 
the confidence to engage with autonomous citizen activity 
in a systemic way?

The problem with evidence

The problem has been that there has been little research 
into this domain that would fit into the mainstream 
evidence-based decision-making: precisely because of the 
autonomous, emergent and informal nature of the new 
participation culture, the initiators don’t necessarily see the 
creation of ‘hard’ evidence like quantitative evaluation and 
measuring long-term outcomes as relevant. Even when they 
do, they may not have the resources to do so. And where 

they do undertake data-gathering and evaluation, initiators 
often pick their own metrics, which makes it hard to create 
comparable data. 

Take Incredible Edible Todmorden: after an initial evaluation 
in 2009 supported by the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, little 
new data has been produced. But people in the town do 
report highly relevant social and economic outcomes: the 
number of young people leaving town to seek a better 
future elsewhere has dropped, they say, because there’s 
a new story of hope. Food start-ups have cropped up all 
over town, and the town now attracts visitors from all over 
the country. Neighbours have gotten to know each other, 
shared their stories and have begun to work together in a 
trusting and collaborative way. Those are powerful outcomes 
- but even though those involved have little doubt about 
what’s going on, it has as of yet not been ‘proven’ through 
thorough qualitative analysis. And though there are very few 
citizen projects of this type that have been as well evaluated 
as Mensheds, even in that case it is still hard to create 
unambiguous proof of positive impact on men’s physical 
health, though this is widely hypothesised to be the case. 

Types of impact

Despite the relatively scarce and fragmented nature of the 
evidence, it is clear that impact takes place on different 
levels. In particular the three types of distinguished in the 
outcomes framework on page 123 are evident across many 
case studies.

• Direct effects: for example, the effect of taking part in 
Menshed activities on the mental well-being of both 
older men and their families has been widely recognised. 
Similarly, the case of Fintry Development Trust, a local 
renewables initiative in Scotland, shows that individual 
households can experience a reduction in the cost of 
living through savings on their energy bill.

• Collective effects: the accumulation of many small actions 
on a neighbourhood scale may be considerable. In an 
extreme situation, this was evident in New York when the 
autonomous networks created by the Occupy movement 
enabled large-scale collective action to provide disaster 
relief in the wake of Hurricane Sandy (Parker 2015). 

• Networked effects: many of the effects on people and 
places take place indirectly, through the impact of a wide 
range of small changes. The most important of these 
is social networks: connecting people to each other. 
It has been shown, for example, that projects like the 
Reading Room or Singeldingen (both in Rotterdam) or 
PieLab in Alabama, create trust between people from a 
wide diversity of backgrounds in neighbourhoods where 
neighbours haven’t always gotten on. This trust and 
familiarity is a key component of bridging social capital, 
which itself is a powerful generator of social outcomes.

The power of social capital  

It is this last point – the ability of autonomous citizen activities 
to generate new forms of bridging social capital – that is 
crucial to the potential of the new participatory culture. 
Social capital seems a nebulous term but has been shown 
in a wide range of research studies to be both measurable 
and relevant, and is a crucial factor underlying various social 
outcomes for both individuals and places – from better 
individual learning outcomes to neighbourhood economic 
growth. This applies in very different contexts: during a heat 
wave in Chicago, urban neighbourhoods with higher levels 
of social capital experienced fewer heat-related deaths; but 
similar effects have been shown in relation to cattle death 
during particularly harsh climate conditions in the steppes 
of Mongolia (Fernández-Giménez 2015). 

A range of helpful factors

It isn’t only the power of creating new relationships between 
people that explains the success of many autonomous 
participatory activities and ventures. Beyond the commonly 
recognised positive effects of taking part in voluntary activities 
(e.g. Anderson et al. 2014) there are other factors: notably 
the focus of these initiatives on practical, hands-on activity 
and their tendency to work through a peer-to-peer approach 
where there is no distinction between those who contribute 
and those who benefit from an activity. Both have been 
proven to be powerful parameters in social policy innovation 
and in creating social outcomes in a wide range of research 
studies. We include an overview of some of those from 
page 188.

An emerging picture and a future debate

It is through this composite picture – the direct evidence of 
projects like WREN, the occasional well-evaluated project 
like the Mensheds movement, the powerful project narratives 
and individual stories of projects like the Reading Room, 
the overwhelming evidence around social capital and the 
understanding of the particular parameters of many of these 

initiatives – that we start to understand how the claims around 
the relevance of autonomous citizen activities for public 
policy outcomes are becoming increasingly robust. 

For some, this may still be too far from a solid, undisputable 
body of evidence on the social return of investment for this 
type of activity – they may argue that until such evidence is 
created, it is hard to verify the value of this domain of activity 
or justify investing in it. This is a debate that needs to be 
had. For example, it could be argued that data gathering 
should become easier including in this domain: open and big 
data should enable ever more data capture and measuring 
opportunities. In his book Social Physics, MIT Media Lab 
professor Alex Pentland shows how even the most intricate 
patterns of behaviour change can be proven to derive 
from varying patterns of social contact between people 
(Pentland 2014). This opens up numerous possibilities for 
better evaluation, in particular in order to capture a wide 
range of potentially unexpected outcomes. However, apart 
from raising ethical questions (such as about capturing 
people’s intricate behavioural data through ‘reality mining’ 
and other individual tracking approaches), it is unlikely that 
even improved, cheaper and more ‘everyday’ forms of such 
technology will suit the ethos and practice of civic ventures, 
and their scale of operations. 

The counter-position is therefore that new forms of practice, 
especially the emergent activities we describe, need new 
ways of thinking about evaluation. For instance, it has been 
argued that randomised control trials, long seen as the gold 
standard of evaluation and evidence, have an increasingly 
limited application in a world focused on the power of small 
scale interventions – they are seen as a costly, ‘industrial-age’ 
approach with limited sensitivity to diverse contexts (Sanson-
Fisher et al. 2007; Black 1996). More broadly, many agree that 
that we cannot expect new practice to conform to established 
evaluation procedures created for a fundamentally different 
way of working (Schwandt, 2015, Specht and Van der Zwaard 
2015). 

This debate will undoubtedly continue. For now, whilst 
imperfect in many ways, taken together, the evidence to date 
is powerful material that informed and guided the practical 
pilot of The Open Works.
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What does density look like?

Most projects in the new participatory culture, whether 
informal or formal, currently operate as single entities. In 
assessing their impact, people have therefore focused mainly 
on individual projects – looking for particular characteristics 
and productive qualities that are generally positive and 
desirable. This means their impact is limited to the places 
and people they affect directly. But given their potential 
impact at scale, it is worth considering what would happen 
if multiple participatory projects existed in close proximity. 
Through density, individual projects can interact with each 
other in dynamic and generative ways, creating an ecosystem. 
In addition, systemic effects will emerge from network density, 
as well as the aggregated outputs of individual projects. 

Rotterdam as an example

In 2011 we published the Community Lover’s Guide to 
Rotterdam showcasing some of the frontrunners from civic 
initiatives. Projects included:

• Singeldingen, a temporary kiosk in a park with activities 
for everyone.

• Creative Maintenance, which uses green spaces to 
connect people.

• Kook met mij mee! A food program turning children 
into temporary chefs.

• The Living Room, a communal neighbourhood living 
room in a converted shop space.

• In-Between Garden, creating a shared public green space 
on a temporary development plot. 

Four years later, if we were to publish a new Guide, it would 
be much longer. Since then many more initiatives have 
sprung up including the Reading Room - an alternative 
citizen run reading and learning space developed as an 
active and positive response to the closure of many of the 
city’s libraries, which is referened in more detail later. Other 
examples include a restaurant lead by children, makerspaces, 
community spaces, green initiatives, care cooperatives, 
creative and cultural hubs, design and craft collectives. To 
give you a sense of the density of the projects in Rotterdam 
you can compare maps on the facing page, produced 
by Wij Delfshaven (2013), a collective of civic initiatives 
who successfully ran for seats in the borough council of 
Delfshaven. The map depicts 144 of the initiatives in an area 

of around 50,000 people; Rotterdam as a whole has around 
650,000 inhabitants, so the estimate is that there are 1300 
civic projects around the city. 

What has happened in Rotterdam was partly unplanned 
and partly planned insofar as the local government in this 
period started explicitly to attempt to accelerate and deepen 
existing local neighbourhood networks and projects. It has 
gained increasing momentum for a number of reasons:

• New projects seem to be started every week – people 
see it happening around them and instinctively want to 
be involved, or ‘start their own’. 

• With each new unlikely creative project achieving some 
success, the plausibility barrier to the next becomes 
lower, and with each new project, new human talent and 
energy is unlocked. 

• There is cross-pollination happening between projects, 
allowing for new initiatives to emerge more quickly. 

• Initiatives are building on networks so they are able to 
become part of the social infrastructure of the area. 

• When people can see fun, engaging projects, they are 
more likely to become involved themselves. This reflects 
research stating that when people are shown cooperative 
behaviour they are more likely to exhibit it themselves 
(Christakis and Fowler 2012). 

With time, as personal and collective confidence grows and 
experience is gained, projects are beginning to take on 
more complex tasks and involve residents who need more 
support to partcipate. We see people organising around 
issues such as debt, mental illness, adult care, and illiteracy – 
some of the most persistent social problems. The real-world 
experience from new participatory projects and the dense 
social networks which build up over time is enabling these 
projects to engage with such complex challenges. 

Singular projects, geographically discrete

Singular projects and their local networks

A density of civic projects in Delfshaven, Rotterdam
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Economic impact: 

• The Food Garden project has been assessed using  SROI 
(social return on investment) showing a positive return 
rate of 1.5 and involving people from all backgrounds.

• Through forming networks and alliances some projects 
have been able to grow from a small group of co-builders, 
to partly professional run (for instance Singeldingen now 
employs three people part-time). 

• Several projects which started out as temporary initiatives 
on a free, or almost free basis, have grown into full 
businesses, reducing the number of empty shops and 
contributing to the local economy.

• The geographic co-location of the projects means that 
other businesses in Rotterdam have been attracted to 
set up in the same area e.g. Made in 4Haven, ZOHO, 
Fenix Food Court.

Social impact:

• These projects have engaged a significant portion of 
the population, not only those who were already active 
in their community, but also drawing in new groups to 
work together. For instance the Reading Room has 90 
volunteers, from 17 different countries, with ages ranging 
from 10 to 83.

• People in the area have been connected through sharing 
meals, offering the opportunity to meet people they 
wouldn’t have otherwise and to share ideas. A care 
cooperative initiative has developed out of the meal 
sharing: Zorgvrijstaat Delfshaven.

• Because there is a density of initiatives, there are now 
enough people participating to manage supportive 
infrastructures such as FEAST (food-based micro 
funding for emerging arts) and Rotterdamse Nieuwe 
(a crowdsource event for social initiatives), which helps 

new projects take off.

Governance impact:

• Wij Delfshaven is a collective of citizen initiatives in 
Delfshaven who have succesfully run for elections in 
the borough council.

• New welfare policy has made more room for social 
entrepeneurs and citizen collectives to bid in formal 
procurement and all boroughs have a percentage of 
money set aside for coleur locale (locale initiatives).

• A Local Right to Challenge initiative has been partially 
developed by social entrepreneurs themselves.

• As a collective, De Makers van Rotterdam has been 
asked to train civil servants to better understand and 
facilitate these new types of initiatives.

• Some housing corporations are changing their contracts 
in order to facilitate people using spaces for social 
projects.

Impact of civic projects in a density – Rotterdam
Learning to grow a participatory culture

A deeply participatory culture is emerging in many parts of 
Rotterdam, a culture in which people are generating their 
own environment by simply coming together and getting 
things done. This relates directly to many of the theoretical 
insights that are foundational for this research: social learning 
and constructivism theory, for example, in that people learn 
through others and through lived experiences (Bandura 1961).

When daily life is dominated by the state, markets and 
private life as opposed to non-state, non-market collective 
arrangements, you need to see and experience what is 
possible in order for new ways of working to become 
personally beneficial and for new behaviours to be learnt. 
Peer-to-peer learning - between residents, and from people 
working through institutions is important (Kostakis and 
Bauwens 2014). This is not just about what your close contacts 
do – the observed behaviour of others, in spatial proximity, 
is equally relevant (Pentland 2014).

Thick networks

This also relates to the importance of thick networks and 
their accompanying network effects, showing the power of 
multiple, overlapping, open networks to enable innovation, 
new projects or combinations of ideas. The term ‘thick 
networks’ is often used to describe one of the unique features 
of successful innovation districts such as Silicon Valley. 

Evidence suggests that new types of neighbourhood effects 
can be created, and new pathways established. The high 
visibility of many projects (both physically and through social 
media), in combination with density, creates new shared 
neighbourhood stories and implicit new social norms, where 
participating feels like a natural part of everyday life. Barriers 
to entry become lower as participation experiences show that 
this type of participation is not just for the exceptional. Richard 
Sennett (2013) describes how collaboration, especially across 
traditional social divides, needs to be rehearsed by people 
together, over a sustained period of time in a communal 
setting. 

Many projects, such as the Reading Room, go through a 
process of inventing exactly what they are, whilst doing 
it. As an initiator of a place-based project, you are always 
examining where the ideas, the people, the building and 
the location could lead next. These rehearsal spaces can 
also be seen as a way of ‘crafting community spaces’ a term 
developed by the Dutch political scientist Willem Trommel 
(Bannink, Bosselaar and Trommel 2013). He uses the word 
crafting in the sense also given to it by Sennett - crafting 
refers to the artisan way of fabricating things. It involves 

purposeful action, but the process and outcome are not 
entirely planned. Through doing, and by adding all kinds of 
craftsmenship along the way, these projects slowly build up 
and change larger systems. What Malcolm Gladwell (2002) 
famously called a tipping point is then reached, driven by 
what June Holley called the ‘adjacent possible’ of learning, 
exchanging ideas and building a new narrative through 
independent but related action (Krebs and Holley 2002).

What is true for citizens at large is also true for gradual 
changes in the attitudes of established organisations, as 
scepticism and perceived risk are overcome through the 
plausibility of new projects achieving interesting and relevant 
results. In Rotterdam, the city council is ever more aware of 
the networks of civic entrepreneurs, and contacts them more 
consciously to learn and test ideas collaboratively. Currently, 
The Makers van Rotterdam collective is involved in a projects 
commissioned by the city council, to create a programme 
called CityLab010 to fund innovative projects and a strategy 
for approaching projects that don’t fit into any one service 
silo (an estimated 25% of projects will be cross-cutting). With 
such emerging positive responses from government a social 
infrastructure is beginning to be built and a lot more fertile 
ground for social impact is emerging. 

“If the government wants more citizen 
engagement and participation, getting out 
of the way will not be enough. Instead, long-
term investments into seeding networks of 
projects will create the foundation from which 
informal forms of social control and action 
will emerge.”

Verwer and Walberg 2012. 
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“Whilst these cases may be marginal in quantitative 
terms, in qualitative terms, they are extremely 
meaningful. In fact, they can be regarded as 
viable experiments in sustainable ways of living. 
Of course, they assume different significance in 
different societies and places, but their independent 
occurrences in such disconnected situations and 
locations raise the possibility that they, in fact, 
constitute a first set of spontaneously developed 
sustainable features. In other words, they are the 
building materials for developing sustainable 
alternatives to the unsustainable ideas of wellbeing, 
production and economy that dominate today.” 

Professor Ezio Manzini
Chair of Design for Social Innovation
University of the Arts, London

Conclusion

It is this understanding of the power of agglomeration effects, 
and of a new type of collective learning, that has driven 
our objective to search for new ways to support a density 
of mutually reinforcing participatory projects and ventures 
for large scale social benefit. This leads to a clear role for 
government as an active facilitator of citizen initiatives, 
focused on accelerating the potential for autonomous activity, 
based on an understanding of its wide diversity of beneficial 
outcomes. And as a trusted neutral guardian to maintain a 
genuinely open and equal access to this new participatory 
ecosystem. However, this level of civic activity is unlikely to be 
spontaneous, and leaving it to chance rather than designing 
systems to support its development, would represent a 
missed opportunity for strengthening the resilience of people 
and places.

There are multiple examples of where this is starting to 
happen. For example, at micro scale, in a highly deprived 
social housing estate in Amsterdam, Casa Jepie Mekandra 
started when two housing associations paid for a young, 
high motivated life coach to create an open-door platform 
in an empty community room. By simply inviting people in 
for tea, asking them what they were good at and what they 
liked doing, over a period of a few years, he enabled the 
founding of a peer-to-peer debt advice project run by people 
with a history of debt issues; the founding of a local batch 
cooking and catering initiative; healthy living activities and 
a range of other things. The initiative was a low-budget but 
multi-year investment based on the recognition that lack of 
participation in public life was behind the multiple problems 
of many residents. 

On a neighbourhood scale, the Spanish city of Zaragoza, 
pioneered the Estonoesunsolar (‘This is not a vacant 
site’) project, and Bologna’s ‘Regulation for the Care and 
Regeneration of the Urban Commons’ take it to city scale 
(see Systems insights on the following pages).

This dynamic is crucial. After all, whether citizens become 
active has partly to do with the quality of the neighbourhoods, 
but even more so with the care government or other 
established actors, whether housing associations or large 
foundations, seem to put in. If they withdraw, why would 
others step forward? 

This is well illustrated by a large study in Chicago on ‘public 
civic events’. For collective efficacy to emerge, for people to 
create or take part in ‘public civic events’ it is not so much 
personal relationships and general trust which is important. 
Sampson’s experimental work suggests that if trusting 
relationships do not exist within a broader institutional (but 

informal) structure, they will not have an effect (Sampson et 
al. 2005). In a period in which according to Putnam (2000) 
bowling leagues imploded and social life eroded, those 
areas which have a higher organisational history and density 
(both in projects and shared places to meet) lead to more 
civic action. From this Sampson et al. (2005) conclude that it 
is not class differences, crime rates, interaction or density of 
people which explains whether people feel they can make 
a difference, but the existence of a social-physical ecology 
which enable them to step forward. 

Over time, what develops is an environment full of 
experienced people who together have acquired a skill 
set to start projects. But it also works on a psychological 
level: people will develop a mindset in which they can see 
themselves as able to make a difference. They become 
hopeful again. 

“My conclusion is that there is a need for a 
more balanced relationship between market, 
state, and citizen collectives, and that the 
latter must be able to operate as a full 
governance model, albeit with the necessary 
introspection for the future.” 

Tine de Moor, Homo Cooperans, 2014
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Estonoesunsolar. Zaragoza, Spain

Origins

Emerging out of a temporary employment initiative, 
Estonoesunsolar (“This is not a vacant site”) was piloted 
by a local municipal housing office. The office was faced 
with two problems and by adding them together, found a 
solution. The first was the widespread unemployment that 
plagued post-recession Zaragoza. The second was mounting 
complaints about the empty sites and dilapidated public 
spaces in the city following the collapse of the real estate 
development boom in 2008. Initially the city simply hired 
61 workers to clean up the lots for six months. After this it 
became clear that if the initiative expanded to turning the 
now cleaned-up empty sites into friendly public spaces, the 
outcomes could be substantial. 

Organisational logic

Community groups, architects, local people and the council 
worked together to develop this concept into a programme. 
The emerging initiative, dubbed Estonoesunsolar, saw citizens 
coming together - some paid, others not - to create low-cost 
proposals for green spaces, playgrounds, basketball courts, 
bowling courts, urban allotments and community spaces 
and execute them collaboratively. More than 60 citizen 
associations have been involved throughout the process. 

Some spaces had planned events, classes, workshops and 
cultural evenings; but many are spontaneous, democratically 
inhabited spaces. The organizers saw this as an opportunity 
to address a sense of social and physical decline in Zaragoza. 
By creating an open invitation to its citizens, the social fabric 
of life could begin to be re-woven, the city revitalised, and 
a multitude of new initiatives supported.

Outcomes

The creative re-use of 32 city lots since 2009, facilitated by the 
City Council and undertaken by existing and resident groups 
and new citizen collectives, led to the generation of 110 jobs 
during 13 months, 42,000m2 of new public space, planting 
of 160 trees and the re-use of a range of building materials 
that would have otherwise been discarded. The material 
cost of individual projects has been low, such as €11,200 for 
a 500m2 playground or €21,562 for a 390m2 public botanical 
garden. It also enabled locally grown fruit and vegetables, 
new meetings between neighbours, and new narratives in 
otherwise depressed neighbourhoods with a high incidence 
of social conflict. The City Council has adopted many of the 
ways of working from the project into its approach to new 
small-scale public spaces elsewhere in the city.
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Regulation on Public Collaboration for Urban Commons. Bologna, Italy

Origins

Bologna has created new supportive regulation for 
collaborative collective action across the city. In 2014, a 
group of women came together with the hope of donating 
some benches to a park that they frequented. They found, 
however, that there was no bureaucratic structure in place 
to facilitate the donation and that it would even be illegal 
for them to do so without permission. The absurdity of this 
situation was a wake up call for the city’s government as well 
as its citizens - and in 2014, the council passed the ‘Regulation 
on Collaboration between Citizens and the City for the Care 
and Regeneration of Urban Commons’, more often known in 
English as ‘Bologna Regulation on Public Collaboration for 
Urban Commons.’ The regulation was drafted by a Rome-
based academic Christian Iaione in cooperation with staff 
and interns at LabGov, a think-tank for the governance of 
commons.

Organisational logic

The Regulation provides a legal route for citizens to contribute 
to their city and invites citizens to take ownership of their 
neighborhoods, solving problems and realising opportunities 
locally. It uses an open definition of active citizens as “single 
or associated, anyhow gathered in social formations, also 
of entrepreneurial type or with social vocation, which are 
active for the care and regeneration of urban commons”. 
It covers shared management of spaces, social innovation 
and collaborative service, improvement and regeneration 
projects, and online networks amongst others. And it is 
explicitly based on mutual trust, transparency, and citizen 
autonomy. 

Outcomes

There are now more than 100 citizen-led and maintained 
projects in the city. Each project enters into a ‘pact of 
collaboration’ with the local government. Such collaboration 
pacts cover things like shared goals, dealing with risk, how 
to deal with any damages, what support may be required, 
and dispute resolution. Examples of projects that have 
been set up include Social Street, a neighbourhood social 
network, Reuse With Love, a group of 50 neighbors who 
joined forces to reduce waste, and Dentro Al Nido (Inside 

the Nest) a project to restore schools. Projects tend to 
focus on environmental and social sustainability, economic 
redistribution and regeneration. Care was taken in locating 
the projects close together to create a density, and putting 
the infrastructure in place so that each project was integrated 
into the broader system. This networked approach has 
encouraged more and more projects to get off the ground. 
Interestingly, the Regulation has also changed the political 
status quo - the mayor argues that politicians have reoriented 
themselves to the community, focusing now on getting things 
done instead of political squabbling. 

“This subject requires a cultural change in 
the administration of public and private 
goods and implies the shift from government 
logic, centered on the bipolar paradigm, 
to governance logic based on the circular 
subsidiarity paradigm. Moreover it requires 
also a shift of methodological approach, 
from theoretical to experimental. The cultural 
leap needed by the commons highlights 
the necessity to create several kinds of 
initiatives to persuade, train, follow and assist 
public administrations and its officials in the 
concrete application of the model of shared 
administration of the commons.” 

Peer to Peer Foundation
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The effects of participatory budgeting on municipal expenditures and infant mortality. 
Porto Alegre, Brazil.

Origins

Citizens and government working together in different 
ways can lead to radically different results even when 
the collaboration involves traditional state activities. The 
participatory budgeting model developed in Porto Alegre, 
Brazil has become an exemplary case of changing civic-public 
relations. It involves an alternative budgetary process that 
allows citizens to negotiate with government officials over 
the municipality’s budgetary allocation and its investment 
priorities. 

Organisational logic

By improving information flows between policy-makers 
and service users, it leaves the former better equipped 
to respond to the citizens’ needs and preferences, and it 
also strengthens accountability. Developed from the late 
1980s and institutionalised in the 1990s across municipalities 
in Brazil, there are now data on the effects participatory 
budgeting had on municipal public expenditures and 
associated living standard outcomes. As different Brazilian 
municipalities have adopted participatory budgeting to 
varying degrees for different time period, there is also 
good comparable evidence of the effects associated with 
participatory budgeting.

Outcomes

The academic Sónia Gonçalves (2009, 2013) has found “a 
robust pattern linking the use of participatory budgeting to 
a change in the pattern of government expenditures within 
the period under analysis: the adopting municipalities tend 
to increase the spending on health and sanitation significantly 
more than their non-participatory counterparts.” 

Presumably, this shows that participatory budgeting 
resulted in expenditure that more accurately reflected the 
interests and priorities of the citizens; but Gonçalvez went 
further to show that this additional spending then led to 
a significant reduction in infant mortality. Her findings are 
that “municipalities that adopted participatory budgeting 
registered a significant drop in infant mortality of between 1 
and 2 infants for every 1,000 resident infants – about 5-10% of 
the total infant mortality rate at the beginning of the period 
in 1990.” (Gonçalvez 2013 p.2)

 
Further research comparing several localities in the Malaga 
province of Spain dug deeper into psychological features 
of this governance structure and found that citizens living 
in localities with participatory budgeting expressed more 
empowerment – control of local outcomes – than those 
living without it. Interestingly, this relationships holds even 
citizens who were not personally involved in the budgeting 
exercise (Garcia-Leiva 2014).
 
These two studies serve as two bookends for the array 
of outcomes that participatory budgeting can affect. On 
one end it is a process that influences an individual’s sense 
of empowerment and on the other it has the potential 
to indirectly influence outcomes that residents prioritise 
through the budgeting exercise. Since its inception in Brazil, 
participatory budgeting has been widely imitated in a range 
of contexts – by one estimate there were 2,778 participatory 
budgets in 2013 alone (Sintomer et al. 2014). 
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Wadebridge Renewable Energy Network (WREN). Wadebridge, UK.

Origins

WREN was founded by a group of friends from a Cornwall 
town as an Industrial and Provident Society for Community 
Benefit in April 2011, with the goal of working with the 
community to install renewable energy and energy efficiency 
technology. An Ashden Award winner, the project initiators 
said: “We are building a bottom up system of decentralised 
and distributed provision, with no resources other than our 
conviction, in an ordinary town with no history of interest in 
environmental issues.” 

Organisational logic

WREN was started by a group of friends who believed that 
energy could become a collective asset to the community, 
rather than a cost to individuals. They saw that Wadebridge 
and the surrounding region had significant renewable energy 
resources (sun, wind, hydro and woodland), yet was importing 
most of its energy at significant cost, and resolved to change 
this. 

WREN was concerned that many ‘green’ initiatives engage 
only the people who are already interested in sustainability 
already, so it took a different approach. While acknowledging 
the global problem of CO2 emissions and climate change, 
WREN mainly makes the case for local sustainable energy 
on the benefits that will be experienced locally. These 
include savings on energy bills, new sources of income, 
jobs created, self-sufficiency and better security of supply.  In 
December 2011, WREN took a big step forward in community 
engagement by opening the Energy Shop in the town centre.

Outcomes

Local economic and employment benefits have proved to 
be a strong argument in favour of sustainable energy, with 
rapid take-up over the past two years in Wadebridge.

•	 850 peole in this 8300 people town, i.e. 10% of the local 
population were WREN members in 2013.

•	 Over 340 kWp solar PV and 500 kW renewable heat has 
been installed as a direct result of WREN’s work.

•	 Over 5 MWp of solar PV and over 500 kW biomass 
installations influenced by WREN.

•	 Total installed PV is supplying over 10% of Wadebridge’s 
electricity demand.

•	 WREN’s direct work resulted in over 480 tonnes/year 
CO2 savings, with a further 3,300 tonnes/year through 
work they have influenced.

•	 Over £300,000 a year being earned or saved through 
installations instigated by WREN.

•	 Jobs created at WREN and local renewable energy 
installers.

•	 Significant level of engagement of all sectors of the 
community, convinced by the economic and employment 
benefits of renewable energy.

•	 Installation rate for renewables is rising fast in the town, 
and WREN is working on large-scale community-owned 
energy generation projects.

•	 Cornwall Council is encouraging replication across the 
county.

•	 In 2012/13, WREN employed two people and benefited 
from over 5,000 volunteer hours, while receiving income 
of £115,000 including grants

•	 WREN has also used some of its community fund to help 
in practical ways, including providing low energy light 
bulbs, and financial support to develop a new public 
building to high environmental standards. 
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Learning Dreams. Minnesota, USA

Origins

Learning Dreams is a US-based organisation founded by 
the Minnesota professor Jerry Stein. It seeks to create 
communities where everyone can accomplish their dreams, 
and uses parents aspirations as a motivation to propel them 
and their families successfully into a culture of learning. 

The project started with the fact that parent involvement, 
often stemming from their own perception of learning, 
is a vital factor leading to success in school for children. 
Coupled with the realisation that learning opportunities 
are not confined to the classroom but are everywhere - 
in homes, libraries, parks, and neighbourhoods. Learning 
Dreams doesn’t simply seek parent support through request 
or sanction, but has shown it is more effective to appeal to 
parents as deeply curious people with their own needs to 
grow and learn. 

By working closely with someone from Learning Dreams, 
parents are encouraged to identify their own ‘learning dreams’ 
which might be learning to drive, or playing an instrument, 
to starting a business. There are no limits. New, positive 
experiences and relationships repair any prior disillusionment 
they might have with educational institutions, and build a 
support network around learning. After parents are working 
on their own goals, Learning Dreams asks them how they 
can, with backing, support the learning of their children. 

Organisational logic

Learning Dreams works by connecting a neighbourhood 
around learning. It started as a 3 year pilot in a Minneapolis 
Minnesota public housing community, and grew to become 
an independent organisation. They partner with public high 
schools, libraries, community organisations, employment 
centres,  community colleges and local businesses to 
provide different routes into the everyday lives of children 
and parents, to create a network around learning, and help 
organisations connect with families more effectively. They 
also use public spaces for exhibitions, and have a mobile 
unit to increase accessibility.

 

Outcomes

As the parent’s re-engage with education, they help create 
a ‘culture of learning’ in the home in which their children 
can thrive. When several families in the same area connect 
with learning, then the culture of learning starts to spread 
to the entire community. Ultimately, a whole community of 
striving people with the ability to learn and grow, creates 
the environment in which schools and other educational 
organisations can be effective.

In the 3 year pilot:

•	 The truancy rate of children fell to 0% and their academic 
performance improved

•	 Parents participated in the school at 100% 
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Mensheds. Australia and worldwide.

Origins

Mensheds emerged in Australia in the mid-1990s. They are 
informal, community run workshops creating a supportive, 
socially interactive environment, where men feel they can 
discuss issues out in the open. The Sheds provide shared 
space and tools, and the opportunity to be productive and 
benefit from social contact. They are now on the front line 
of preventative men’s health, thanks to the unique way in 
which they encourage communication. 

Organisational logic

Each Shed is initiated locally by prospective members who 
can access a starter-kit on the Menshed website. This open-
source method of scaling has allowed the model to spread 
rapidly from 30 in 2005 to over 1400 in 2015. The spaces 
are typically informal, without a ‘programmatic element’ or 
professional staff. Some charge membership, some include 
instructive learning sessions around new technology, others 
are more informal skill shares. They all share the same core 
model of a communal hands-on workspace. 

Outcomes 

Mensheds are an effective oblique method of reducing 
social isolation and increasing well-being, with a focus on 
preventative health measures. They provide an array of 
benefits for participants including: learning new skills, sharing 
knowledge,  personal achievement, community engagement, 
purposeful activity, and the opportunity to meet and socialise.

•	 They effectively engage a population of older men that 
often self-exclude from more traditional health services 
(Lancaster University Centre for Ageing Research 2013).

•	 Studies find that Sheds are successful in connecting 
with people who would perhaps otherwise need to 
be supported by welfare services. E.g. over half of 
participants are over the age of 65 and half have recently 
experienced a significant change such as a health crisis or 
retirement. While they might normally feel isolated as a 
result of these changes, 93% of Shed participants report 
that they feel more connected with their communities.

 

•	 The majority of evidence to date focuses on wellbeing and 
protective factors influencing broad social determinants 
of health. There are early signs it is effectve in addressing 
complex health and wellbeing issues (Milligan et al. 2012). 

•	 12/14 studies evaluating ‘Men in Sheds’ report that 
partipating had a direct and/or indirect positive impact 
on physical and mental health, and social and emotional 
wellbeing.“Perhaps the main benefit of community-
based Mensheds is the provision of an environment in 
which older men can share their health concerns and 
experiences in a supportive forum, in what Milligan et 
al. (2012) refer to as ‘health by stealth’.” 

•	 For members with more acute problems (Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder, drug or alcohol dependency) Golding 
et al. (2010) found that participating in Mensheds was 
a critical component of recovery. Members found 
participating to be transformative, giving a new sense 
of purpose and self-worth. 

•	 Shed members are more likely to have a positive view of 
depression and are more aware of anxiety disorders than 
their non-Shed counterparts. This increased awareness 
and positive orientation might explain why Shed 
members are significantly more likely to seek professional 
help when suffering from depression or anxiety. 

•	 Cass, Fildes & Marshall (2008) and Milligan, Payne, 
Bingley & Cockshott (2012) looked at the impact of 
participating on relationships and family life. In both 
studies, the majority of partners reported a positive 
impact on their relationship, and for the Cass et al 
study, this was mediated through the men’s increased 
happiness, interest in the family, and help with household 
chores – all attributed to attending the Shed.

•	 Cass et al’s (2008) looked at collective community 
capacity. Researchers quantitatively measured eight 
indicators to map community participation and capacity. 
Positive outcomes for the men were recorded in the 
transfer of skills and knowledge, organisation, leadership, 
group cohesion, organisation, and problem solving.
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Brixton People’s Kitchen. London, UK.

Origins

The People’s Kitchen aims to creatively combat food waste, 
and bring people together around food. The UK is estimated 
to waste around 15 million tonnes of food each year and yet 
not everyone has adequate access to nutritious food. In 2010, 
a group of friends in Hackney, east London, led by founder 
Stephen Wilson, developed the concept of The People’s 
Kitchen - bringing together people, excess food from local 
businesses or growing gluts, a space and some basic kitchen 
equipment, to cook and eat shared meals each week. By 
2013 over 5000 people had eaten over 10 tonnes of food 
that would otherwise have gone to waste.

A year later, in 2011, a new group of friends replicated and 
adapted this successful model to found The Brixton People’s 
Kitchen (BPK). BPK collects produce and groceries from 
supermarkets and restaurants that, while perfectly edible, 
would otherwise be thrown away. The Kitchen then organises 
events where the collected food is cooked on a mobile 
bicycle kitchen, allowing neighbours to meet and bond over 
a shared and eco-friendly meal.

Organising logic

The Kitchen is a non-monetary model run by volunteers. It 
builds positive relationships with neighbourhood businesses 
for a supply of food, and partners with local organisations that 
have kitchens, such as schools or community spaces, for the 
cooking. The practical aspect of cooking and eating together 
provides not only an immediate opportunity to reduce food 
waste, but a platform for a conversation around food waste 
and ways to reduce it, and broader environmental issues. 
The BPK team built a kitchen on wheels at local makerspace 
The Remakery, using a bike and other spare parts. The 
mobile nature of the kitchen means it has helped the team 
to ‘meet people where they’re at’ and reduce the barriers 
to participation through proximity. 

Outcomes

The model has multiple outcomes – it diverts waste from 
landfill, it helps change attitudes and inspires new behaviours 
around food and food waste, and it promotes community 
cohesion and social connections through communal meals. 

For the participants who help cook and serve the food, the 
Kitchen also builds new skills and encourages healthy eating. 

•	 Within its first year the Brixton People’s Kitchen prevented 
882 kgs of food from being wasted and participants had  
shared 480 meals

•	 In the 6 months previous to publishing their 2013 impact 
report, another 719 kilos of food were prevented from 
being wasted, 657 meals eaten, and three groups 
inspired to set up a similar project elsewhere. (Brixton 
People’s Kitchen 2013)

•	 This happened through 758 hours put in by 135 project 
organisers, 22 of which have taken part in formal training 
opportunities. 

•	 BPK worked with a local third sector organisation, the 
Stockwell Partnership, to connect to parents at risk 
of isolation, building up peer support networks by 
convening people around food.

•	 Almost 60% of the people who responded to surveys at 
meal events, including both organisers and guests, have 
mentioned learning new cooking skills and eating types 
of food that they hadn’t tried before. 
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Incredible Edible Todmorden. Todmorden, UK.

Origins

Incredible Edible Todmorden (IET) started in 2007 as a 
guerrilla-planting group, planting fruit trees and vegetables 
on public land. The group, a loose network of local enthusiasts 
aiming to get as many people from the town involved as 
possible, formed a relationship with the council and other 
local organisations such as the local train station, police 
station, health clinic, schools and housing association. 
Working with the council, IET has opened up underused 
council-owned land to residents who want to grow, and 
spun out two social enterprises (an experimental farm and 
an aquaponics education project and a food hub), which 
have received over £1 million in combined investment. The 
initiative has also been adopted and adapted elsewhere 
through a collaborative network. IET estimates that “there 
are now more than 100 groups in the UK and globally it 
stretches from Canada to New Zealand.”

Organisational Logic

IET’s activities have continued to revolve around thinking 
differently about food production and consumption – 
localising and reducing the environmental impact of the 
industry while simultaneously building a global movement. 
Throughout this time, however, IET minimised the degree 
of formal organising - to this day it functions more as an 
informal network than an organisation. This has allowed it 
to act flexibly and reduced the barriers to participation for 
anyone wanting to grow food in shared public spaces. 

Outcomes
 
There is not yet a comprehensive review of IET’s impact, 
and the group is currently exploring partnerships to do this 
so that it can better understand what the collective impact 
of all the activities over the past years has been. However 
there is ample evidence to suggest it has had considerable 
positive effect:

•	 In 2011, 33% of the residents of Todmorden had taken 
part in some activity, there were 40 growing sites in the 
town and over 600 fruits trees have been planted, one 
for every 2.5 residents (Compendium for Civic Economy, 
2013)

•	 Anecdotal evidence suggests that it has reinvigorated 
local communities, increasing both a sense of pride 
and  connection to place. It has been noted that fewer 
young people are leaving the town and that the number 
of food-based business start-ups has grown, alongside 
increased tourist visits to the town.

•	 All schools in Todmorden are now involved in growing 
activities, 15 people have trained in environmental 
landscaping and food growing skills through the Future 
Jobs Fund, and The Esmee Fairbairn Foundation report  
(2009) states that a large number of people have become 
interested in food growing.

•	 25 new jobs were created in environment and food 
sectors, and significant business engagement lead to 
increased local food procurement and demand for local 
food by residents (Esmee Fairbairn Foundation 2009); 
nearly 50% of businesses said IET had had a positive 
impact on their income (The Observer 2012). 

•	 The Esmee Fairbairn Foundation report also includes 
a personal case study of a woman referred to the local 
council’s mental health service who started planting food 
through IET and attributes her recovery in large part to 
participation in the project. 
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Reading Room. Rotterdam, Netherlands.

Origins

In 2011, the city of Rotterdam announced that it planned 
to close 15 of 21 local libraries. A group of residents from 
Rotterdam West decided to create a positive response that 
would create something new. They devised a strategy to 
ask people from the neighbourhood what an ideal ‘reading 
room’ would look like, and what they would be willing to do 
to make it happen. These conversations formed the start of 
an active community which went on to co-build the project.

Five themes emerged that people associated with a reading 
room: learning, reading, reading to, meeting and sharing. 
This provided the ingredients for a five-day festival which 
was held in an old Turkish bathhouse, owned by a housing 
corporation but empty for almost two years. Each day from 10 
a.m. to 10 p.m. there were workshops, lectures, performances, 
theatre plays, movie-nights and discussions. There were 1000 
books on offer, 5 different newspapers, computers, wifi and, 
crucially, good coffee and tea. The festival was a success – 
and turned into something that has lasted ever since – De 
Leeszaal (The Reading Room).

Organising logic 

The founders, alongside a growing group of volunteering 
enthusiasts, emphasise a culture of abundance, craftsmanship 
and high quality activities. It was made clear that no one would 
be paid in the venture and that there were opportunities 
for diverse contributions. Nils Roemen, a Dutch social 
entrepreneur, calls this social abundance: “those things 
which can be missed at one place where they are of no use, 
but which can be of value in other places (…) This is not 
so much about money, but about material stuff, ideas and 
access to all kinds of support”. The Reading Room insists 
on high standards of design to create a welcoming, warm 
and ambitious space. The logo and website, great food, 
and high production values in events and communications 
are important. 
 
The project fosters peer-to-peer reciprocity: language 
exchanges, learning networks and resident-run workshops 
create an environment where people gain new skills, ideas 
and contacts that can help them get further in life in return 

for offering their time, energy, ideas and skills. The large 
network of co-builders enables the Reading Room to be 
open five days per week with a highly diverse range of 
opportunities – including a weekly breakfast for freelancers, 
debates, exhibitions, children’s activities, Trade School skills 
bartering, cultural activities around literature and film, and 
quiet days for people just to read. 

 
Outcomes

The two initiators behind the project are doers and researchers 
– both combine a background as academics with a long list of 
practical neighbourhood projects undertaken over the years 
in Rotterdam. This dual interest led them to write a book (in 
Dutch) about ‘the invention of Reading Room’ (Specht and 
Van der Zwaard 2015). In the book, which is not a formal or 
impartial evaluation but a ‘microscopic insider perspective’, 
they look at how value was created in the project. Amongst 
the key outcomes mentioned are:

• The high diversity of people - Malaysian women, 
Dutch single mothers, Somali men and teenagers from 
Afghanistan, China and Morroco; freelancers, part-
timers, stay-home mums and pensioners, the highly 
educated and less so – creates a place where everyone 
feels welcome and engaged. This enables the space 
to be a platform for active exchange across social and 
cultural divides which is valuable in a neighbourhood 
where different groups often lead separate lives. The 
Reading Room creates a reinvigorated, positively diverse 
public domain, which is highly valued by co-builders and 
visitors alike.

• The space is a cultural domain and learning environment 
where many participants re-engage with a passion for 
learning and a sense of craft; this is described as a 
bazaar of diverse learning opportunities rather than as 
an ‘emancipation machine’ – that is, the opportunities 
are peer-to-peer and diverse, rather than policy driven.  
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Theories

Mirror neurons

Jeremy Rifkin, in his 2010 publication, The Empathic 
Civilization, describes insights from evolutionary biology 
and neuro-cognitive science around empathy. During the 
1980s and 1990s scientists discovered neurons in the brain 
that ‘fire’ both when an individual does a certain action and 
when they observe someone else doing that action. These 
neurons are called ‘mirror neurons’, and they serve as the 
physiological basis for empathy – when we see someone cry, 
our mirror neurons cause us to feel pain. Rifkin builds on this
physiological work to develop his theory of empathy, writing 
that this hardwired capacity to empathise suggests that we 
are wrong to characterise humans only as narrowly self-
interested and rational. Rather, there is a part of us that is 
built for sociability and empathy, attachment and belonging 
and because of that, solidarity.

Social learning

An early manifestation of the idea that the relational and 
social spheres have a way of influencing our decisions, self-
concept and behaviours, is found in psychologist Albert 
Bandura’s work on social learning. Bandura argues that 
we learn behaviours through the observation of others, 
which we then analyse via a cognitive process that takes 
into consideration the consequences and context of that 
behaviour (Bandura 1977).

Social contagion

Nicholas Christakis, a sociologist and physician, and James 
Fowler, a social scientist, build from research on mirror 
neurons and social learning to investigate their relationship 
with cooperative behaviour. In one study, they found that 
participants who witnessed cooperative behavior were more 
likely to then act cooperatively compared with those who 
witnessed uncooperative or neutral behaviour. Cooperation 
was observed even when participants were anonymous and 
there was no potential for reciprocity. This experiment fits with 
the broader theory of ‘social contagion’ – which describes 
how behaviours and emotions spread, as if a virus, from 
person to person. The contagion effect has been shown to 
extend to up to three degrees of separation and can help 
explain the incidence of phenomena such as obesity, smoking 

and happiness. This rather remarkable finding suggests that 
interventions trying to directly target an individual’s behavior 
in isolation, for example encouraging them to quit smoking, 
are hitting upon only a partial determinant of behaviour 
(Christakis and Fowler 2012).

Co-regulation

Alan Fogel, in his 1993 book Developing Through 
Relationships, gives a glimpse into how the neurological 
foundations of socially constructed understanding and 
behaviour function at the level of communication – verbal 
and otherwise. Fogel challenges the idea that the term 
communication describes a process whereby one individual 
sends information to a passive recipient, who then switches 
roles when responding to the first speaker. Rather, Fogel 
argues, the two communicators are in a constant feedback 
process, altering their facial cues, body language and verbal 
communication in response to each other. Understanding and 
meaning are therefore emergent properties in the process 
of communication, rather than properties contained within 
the head of one person and transferred into the head of 
another. This body of work suggests that information and 
meaning is constantly being produced through the dynamic 
interactions of individuals.

Social isolation

In the early 1990s, University of Chicago professor John 
Cacioppo began to question whether the medical profession’s 
tendency to regard the individual as the most appropriate
unit of inquiry meant that the field was missing out on other 
factors. Out of these questions arose his pioneering work 
in social neuroscience - an interdisciplinary attempt to 
understand how social forces ‘get under the skin’ to affect 
physiology. Employing brain scans, monitoring blood pressure 
and analysing immune function, Cacioppo demonstrates 
the powerful influence of social context on physiology —a 
factor so strong that it can alter DNA replication. Cacioppo 
is particularly interested in the effects of loneliness, which 
he takes up in his 2008 publication, Loneliness: Human 
Nature and the Need for Social Connection. He finds that 
social isolation has negative behavioural and physiological 
effects on par with smoking and alcohol consumption and 
more serious than physical inactivity or obesity. This body of

research concludes simply: “Social species do not fare well 
when forced to live solitary lives” - making the case that social 
cooperation is, in fact, humanity’s defining characteristic 
(Cacioppo et al. 2009).

Wellbeing

Under the framework of rational self-interest, contained 
in the theory of utilitarianism, wellbeing is understood as 
some combination of pleasure, economic self-sufficiency 
and absence of suffering. Contrary to this model, however, 
many researchers have hit upon the idea that our wellbeing is 
intimately wrapped up in our relationship with those around 
us. Even those among us who see themselves as introverts 
are better off when given an opportunity to socialise (Bok 
2010). Interestingly, these relationships need not even be 
very deep - even attending a monthly club meeting or 
volunteering once a month “is associated with a change 
in well-being equivalent to doubling of income” (Bruni 
and Porta 2005; Bok 2010). Our capacity for generosity and 
selflessness are also important to our wellbeing – one piece 
of research finds that volunteering activity is correlated with 
lower depression, increased wellbeing and a reduction in risk 
of death (Richards 2013). 

Resilience and protective factors

Resilience refers to a person’s ability to persevere through 
adversity and is found to be an important determinant of 
wellbeing and quality of life. Research indicates that whether
a person is resilient or not is partially explained by factors that 
lie within that person – whether they are able to plan ahead, 
have self-confidence and are able to manage emotions and 
impulses. Another highly important factor appears to be the 
perceived quality of relationships with other people – some 
studies go so far as to suggest that this is the primary factor 
in building resilience. For example, one study found that after 
a disruptive natural disaster, individuals who participated 
in community groups and organisations displayed more 
resilience than their non-sociable counterparts (Bonanno 
et al. 2007). Positive relationships are sources of support, 
love and care; they also shape your capacity for trust and 
communication – both important when overcoming life’s 
obstacles.

Trust and economic development

Typical assessments of economic health will consider physical 
capital, and levels of investment, as well as the quality and 
quantity of the labour force. A more nuanced approach might 
also look at institutional quality, rule of law and proximity 
to markets. Francis Fukuyama’s 1995 book entitled Trust: 
The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity argues, as 
the title would suggest, that norms of trust are in fact the 
underlying variable of economic prosperity. Looking across 
developed, emerging and weak economies he finds that 
while weak economies might have very strong inter-family 
trust, they tend to be less supportive of trust that extends 
beyond the family. While the former allows for some basis 
of economic activity, it is the latter that characterises strong, 
globalised economies.  Higher generalised (i.e. non-familial) 
trust reduces administration costs, lubricates deals and 
increases confidence in institutions. This wider trust allows 
for larger and more efficient organisations, while familial 
trust would limit economic transactions to within the family. 
Fukuyama argues that trust is a form of, or manifestation of, 
social capital that could potentially be more important than 
physical capital. 
 
Bridging ties, employment and innovation

Mark Granovetter’s early work on social networks and 
employment surfaced seminal realisations about the 
importance of ‘bridging’ social ties (Granovetter 1973). 
Granovetter, a sociologist, surveyed a cohort of individuals 
that had recently gained employement asking them whether 
they had found the position through someone that they see 
frequently, occasionally, or hardly ever. He found that 84% of 
participants found their job through someone they see only 
occasionally or hardly ever and it was a small minority that had 
depended on close social networks. Granovetter concluded 
that these bridging ties, weak social ties that extend out of 
one’s immediate social network, were extremely valuable in 
certain situations. He went on to study the social network 
variables that account for Silicon Valley’s success at leading 
technological innovation. Rather than its success being 
explained by a strong community of techies, he found that 
it was actually thanks to various, diverse, loosely connected 
networks that opened up new opportunities and facilitated 
innovation (Granovetter 2000).
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Salutogenisis

The medical profession is beginning to pay close attention 
to the relational causes of health and quality of life. Most 
notably, the former Chief Medical Officer for Scotland, Sir 
Harry Burns, turned his attention to these factors upon 
realising that the medical professions focus on what makes 
us sick only tells half the story. Burns thought that in order 
to thrive, we should investigate what makes us well - an 
approach referred to as ‘salutogenesis’. Burns’ research, 
focussing on his native Scotland, lead him to conclude that
“wellness is created and lived by individuals every day 
through their ability to care for oneself and others, being 
able to take decisions, and having a sense of control. These 
factors depend upon strong social networks and high levels 
of social connectedness” (Dawson 2014). This conclusion is 
backed up by Cacioppo’s research, which finds that loneliness 
is twice as bad for older people’s health than obesity and 
remarkably almost as great a cause of death as poverty 
(Cacioppo 2008).

Social efficacy

In 2012 Robert J. Sampson, a professor of social sciences 
at Harvard University, published The Great American City: 
Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Effect. In it, he 
explores the root causes of concentrated criminality in some 
of Chicago’s infamously tough neighbourhoods. Dominant 
theories in criminology would suggest that a concentration 
in crime is necessarily caused by a concentration in criminals; 
therefore if you increase the costs (prison sentences, fines) of 
crime and increase the likelihood of getting caught (boosting 
numbers in the police force), these factors will serve to deter 
potential criminals. Sampson and his colleagues, however, 
discovered through empirical investigation that geographic 
variations in the incidence of crime are at least partially 
explained by ‘collective efficacy’ – a neighborhood’s capacity 
to form, communicate and enforce informal behavioural 
expectations. This has radical implications for policing. Instead 
of monitoring and punishing, public safety becomes about 
sustaining and supporting the collective efficacy present 
in the neighbourhood and if possible, building collective 
efficacy where there is none (Sampson, Raudenbush, Earls 
1997).

Social capital

Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) went a long way in 
bringing the theory of Social Capital into the academic and 
policy mainstream. Building on from prior analyses such 
as Alexis de Tocqueville’s observations around American 
associationalism and Jane Jacobs’ reflections on the value 
of social networks, Putnam develops his thesis that informal 

association between individuals has a productive quality 
that shapes economic, institutional and social outcomes. 
This informal association is charactised by “shared norms of
values that promote social cooperation, instantiated by 
actual social relationships” (Fukuyama 2002). Subsequent 
empirical work has clarified the role social capital plays 
in producing outcomes as well as linking it with various 
social goods, including health, wellbeing, levels of economic 
development, quality of education, safety and quality of 
governance (Sander and Lowney 2006). Several authors note, 
however, that social capital is not always a positive thing – 
mafia rings, for example, are likely to have high degrees 
of social capital. Preferential treatment for those within a 
network also has the potential to reproduce inequality by
bypassing those who are excluded from the network. 

Cooperation as a skill

In Richard Sennett’s 2012 book, Together: The Rituals, 
Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation, he frames cooperation 
as a skill that must be learned and practiced. He acknowledges 
the psychological and neurological basis for this skill, but 
says that it is our lived experienced, and not our innate 
physiology, that determines our capacity to cooperate with 
others - defined as working with others to do things you can’t 
do for yourself. The West has a rich history of developing 
institutions that encouraged rituals and habits of cooperation. 
These institutions both reflected our capacity for cooperation 
and created opportunities for us to exercise and improve 
that capacity. Sennet claims that these institutions, however, 
have become increasingly irrelevant to our lived experience 
as new neoliberal institutions have increased influence to 
take their place. 

“Our public services and welfare state 
are not currently set up to deal with 
complex challenges, or to mobilise other 
resources and sources of agency. Too 
often, they offer standardised solutions 
that lack the flexibility to respond to 
people’s particular circumstances, and 
which can leave them feeling frustrated 
or undermined. This makes it harder to 
tackle the root causes of social problems, 
and to find lasting solutions that inspire 
confidence” 

Institute for Public Policy Research - the condition of Britain
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HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH

Social capital decreases mortality

A 2003 study looked at the association between 
neighbourhood-level social capital and mortality rates in 
Chicago. The study explored this relationship across race 
and sex groups and took neighborhood deprivation into 
account.

The study found that neighborhood level of social capital did 
have a relationship with mortality rates after neighborhood 
deprivation was controlled for. This relationship held when 
looking specifically at death from heart disease but not from 
cancer; and held across gender and race lines (Lochner et 
al. 2003).

Social capital boosts health and decreases anxiety

Numerous studies have established a relationship between 
social capital and health outcomes. A 2011 study looked 
more in depth as to whether this relationship was relevent 
to a group of urban African American women in the US. 680 
women were assessed in 1975 and 1997 with researchers 
focusing on involvement in both religious and secular 
organisations. 

The study found that any form of participation had 
a positive impact on health and mental health. These 
effects were found to be strongest amongst women who 
were persistently engaged throughout the period, but, 
interestingly, it also found that the diversity of participation 
also heightened the effect. This last finding suggests that 
while any form of social capital is important for health, 
bridging (enabled through participation in diverse activities) 
had a compounding effect (Fothergill 2011).

In this section we give an overview of studies that show 
a range of positive outcomes that could emerge from a 
participatory culture. As the previous section on evidence 
shows, any of these hinge on creating social capital, which 
civic activity is likely able to produce. The studies are 
organised according to types of outcomes. There are also 
studies around the outcomes of communal leisure activities 
that are relevant in this context. 

‘A note on social capital’ 
Social capital has been theorized by sociologists like Pierre 
Bourdieu and Robert Putnam but widely accepted across a 
range of academic fields including economics. Commonly, 
two different strands of social capital are distinguished: 
bonding and bridging social capital. Bonding social capital 
refers to the social networks that arise between homogenous 
groups – whether along socio-economics, racial, gender, 
religious or sexual-preference lines (amongst others). 
Bridging social capital, alternatively, refers to relationships 
between socially heterogeneous groups. Studies have 
found that the two are weakly interrelated, which suggests 
that they refer to two separate social phenomena (Poortinga 
2012); bonding social capital is recognised to cause 
problems as well as benefits where homogenous, inward-
looking social groups lead to exclusion of others and 
holding back individual development; bridging social 
capital is seen to be positive in outcomes. We make these 
distinctions as mutual bridging relationships have their own 
specific outcomes that are of interest to policy-makers.

Research insights
Social capital studies

Civic engagement improves health

Researchers were curious as to whether participation in 
civic and political communities had a positive influence 
on health, and whether non-joining had a negative effect. 
They surveyed more than 18,000 Russians between 2003 
and 2005, gauging perceived health and engagement. 

The study found that participants who were engaged 
in civic and political activity during the period reported 
better health than the non-joiners. Remarkably, they also 
found that those living in a participatory community had 
better health than those in a non-participatory community, 
even if the person did not participate themselves. The 
researchers conclude that civic participation breeds a 
sense of empowerment that is important for health and 
wellbeing, and that this effect occurs at the individual and 
the communal scale (Javeline and Brooks 2012).

Social relationships and mortality risk

A meta analysis of 148 studies (208,849 participants) 
found that participants with stronger social relationships 
were 50% less likely to die compared to those with weak 
relationships. These findings indicate that the influence of 
social relationships on the risk of death are comparable with 
well-established risk factors for mortality such as smoking 
and alcohol consumption and exceed the influence of 
other risk factors such as physical inactivity and obesity. 
Furthermore, the overall effect of social relationships 
on mortality reported in this meta-analysis might be an 
underestimate, because many of the studies used simple 
single-item measures of social isolation rather than a 
complex measurement (Holt-Lunstad and Smith 2010).

Social connectedness helps with the remembering of 
health messages

Using data from a 1980-1983 cardiovascular health 
programme in Minnesota, USA, researchers assessed 
whether community integration and levels of bridging social 
capital had any effect on the recall of heart health messages 
that had been disseminated through the programme. After 
controlling for gender and education, they found that both 
communal integration and levels of bridging social capital 
were positively related to recall. The researchers conclude 
that community involvement likely increases exposure to 
health messages (Viswanath et al. 2006). 

Social capital decreases mortality 

Low social interaction has the same risk factors for early 
death as smoking 15 cigarettes a day or being an alcoholic; 
and carries twice the risk factor associated with obesity. 

“The evidence is strong not only in American states, but 
also in Finland, Japan, and other countries. Controlling for 
your blood chemistry, age, gender, whether or not you have 
a job, and for all other risk factors, your chance of dying 
over the course of the next year are cut in half by joining 
one group, and cut to a quarter by joining two groups.” 
(Putnam 2001).

Volunteering makes us happy

The British Household Panel Survey offered a range of data 
around volunteering activity and well-being. Researchers 
analysed the data to assess the relationship between the two 
and found that, even if you control for personality factors that 
might predict both of the variables, volunteering is found 
to positively impact well-being. Looking more in depth, 
they find that this relationship is mostly due to the fact that 
those who volunteer regularly tend to feel less unhappiness 
than non-volunteering counterparts (Binder and Freytag). 
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Civic involvement is related with positive relationships 
between parents and children

A study in rural Mid-West U.S. examined the correlates 
of involvement in communal and civic activities amongst 
679 young-teens. They found that involvement in activities 
such as Future Farmers of America and student council is 
associated with better relationships with parents and more 
academic engagement, leading them to conclude that 
participation is an important componant of positive youth 
development (Smith, Anderson and Moore 2012).

Civic involvement during youth has long-term impacts

A regression analysis of among a group of racial-minority 
young adults found that civic engagement during 
adolescence was positively related to various positive 
outcomes in later life, including: civic participation, 
educational attainment, decreased likelihood of engaging 
in criminal activities and higher life satisfaction (Chang, Ou 
and Reynolds 2014). 

Volunteering impacts on functional decline and dementia 
amongst the elderly population

A meta-analysis including 73 separate research papers 
sought to establish the specific benefits of volunteering 
among elderly populations. The meta-analysis concluded 
that the data consistently reveals that volunteering activity 
is associated with better self-reported health, reduces 
symptons of depression, lower mortality and fewer functional 
limitations (Anderson et al 2014). As such, the researchers 
conclude that encouraging volunteering opportunities for 
older people could possibly help buffer against dementia 
– helping to extend their independent life. 

Protective factors, including opportunities for 
involvement in the community and social skills, 
reduces involvement in various problem behaviours 
amongst adolescents

Communities that Care and the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation assessed more than 14,000 English, Scottish 
and Welsh school children (years 7 to 11), to test the 
differential impact that risk factors and protective factors 
had on the propensity for various problem behaviours. 
The study found that risk factors, such as family conflict, 
community disorganisation and neglect, were correlated 
with involvement in violent behaviour, alcohol and drug 
consumption, and truancy. Conversely, they found that 
protective factors such as having strong bonds with family 
and friends, opportunities for involvement in the community, 
and social and learning skills were negatively correlated with 
these behaviours. The findings suggest that strategies to 
address adolescent problem behaviour should factor in the 
collective causality of this behaviour as well as individual 
factors (Beniart et al. 2002).

Community cohesion reduces the risk of heart disease

In the 1960s, the town of Roseto, Pennsylvania caught 
the attention of medical researchers when it was found 
that its residents had almost no heart-attacks, and annual 
mortality-rate for the population older men was 1% in the 
town, compared with a national average of 2%. In-depth 
studies of the town did not reveal any obvious causes for 
this health outcome – people ate unhealthily, smoked, 
consumed alcohol and many of the men worked in slate 
quarries, which usually causes a raft of health-risks on its 
own. Through comparative studies with nearby towns, it was 
then discovered that this health effect was likely the cause 
of the high level of social cohesion  due to the town’s Italian 
immigrant roots. Indeed, as this cohesion was lost through 
the Americanisation and growing economic inequality 
within the town, there was a rise in heart disease and 
the town’s health status began to converge with national 
averages (Positano 2007)

WELLBEING IN GENERAL

Social connections build resilience that contributes to 
positive life outcomes

A 30 year longitudinal study on the island of Kauai, Hawaii 
tracked 698 participants from birth, with the purpose of 
assessing the relationship between early development 
experiences and wellbeing in later life. 201 of the children – 
30% of all – were considered to be high-risk due to perinatal 
stress, chronic poverty, under-educated parents, family 
discord, parental alcoholism or mental illness. 129 of the 
201 did develop learning and behavioural problems by the 
time they were 10, and then tended to have delinquency 
records, mental health issues by the age of 18. So what of 
the 72 that had risk factors but did not display problematic 
behaviour later in life? 

The researchers discovered various ‘protective factors’ 
that mitigated the effects of the risk factors, and enabled 
these 72 children to become competent, fulfilled and caring 
adults. Some of these protective factors are individual 
characteristics – for example, having a positive orientation 
towards adversity – aspects of their personality that were 
identified from a young age. Critically, however, there 
were environmental factors that appeared to have causal 
validity. Youngsters who were able to rely on informal 
social networks – neighbours, grandparents, teachers, and 
school groups – tended to be resilient through adversity. 
It was found that sources of emotional support outside 
of the immediate family were particularly important in 
predicting resilience. Following up with the cohort who 
had displayed problemative behaviour at the age of 18, 
researchers found that those who were able to ‘rebound’ 
from this and establish stable and fulfilled lives later in life 
also tended to have sources of informal support. The ability 
to ‘rebound’ did not have a relationship with a participant’s 
engagement with mental health or social service workers. 

“When stressful events outweigh the protective factors, 
however, even the most resilient child can have problems. 
It may be possible to shift the balance from vulnerability 
to resilience through intervention,  either by decreasing 
exposure to risk factors or stressful events or by increasing 
the number of protective factors and sources of support 
that are available” (Meyer 1989 p.113). 

Civic participation boosts academic achievement

Looking specifically at racial minority youth, a 2014 study 
attempted to determine through regression analyses 
whether there was a relationship with civic engagement 
during adolescence with various positive outcomes later in 
life - including life satisfaction, civic participation, academic 
achievement and criminality. 

The study found that civic engagement during adolescence 
was associated with the positive outcomes outlined 
above. The researchers determined that civic activity 
during adolescence is the critical determinant of positive 
developments during adulthood (Chang, Ou and Reynolds 
2014).  

Social capital is more important to education 
outcomes than educational spending

Increased levels of social capital at community level 
has a greater impact on primary school test scores than 
increased educational spending. “The relationship between 
educational performance and social capital is much stronger, 
two orders of  magnitude stronger than, for example – again 
controlling for everything else – spending on schools or 
teacher/pupil ratios or any of the obvious things that are 
more usually thought to increase educational performance” 
(Putnam 2001). 

Social capital and education

Learning may be influenced not only by what happens at 
school and at home, but also by social networks, norms 
and trust in the wider community. Social capital index is 
strongly correlated with educational outcomes. 

In terms of elementary scores, the most powerful correlate 
of educational success is social capital at the community 
level.

Educational spending appears to have no direct effect - 
although there is a modest indirect effect through lowering 
class size. (Putnam, 2001)

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT / EDUCATION 
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Social capital stimulates entrepreneurialism

Researchers in the UK were interested in whether social 
capital influenced the propensity towards entrepreneurship - 
hypothesising that someone with a wider and stronger social 
network would be more likely to make the leap into self-
employment.  The study, focussing specifically on England, 
found that there was a modest but significant relationship 
between self-employment (a proxy for entrepreneurship) 
and social capital. This finding suggests that economic 
development policies should take neighborhood and 
individual social capital into account. A similar study found 
that trust in strangers and/or public institutions is also 
correlated with entrepreneurship (Kim and Kang 2014).

Bridging social capital increases firm innovativeness, 
while bonding social capital decreases this

A study of Italian provinces and the various firms, research 
institutes and think-tanks that they house, found an 
interesting connection between innovativeness within 
these organisations and social capital. The researchers 
discovered that the presence of bridging social capital was 
associated with greater innovation, while bonding social 
capital was negatively associated with innovative behaviour 
(Reccardo et al. 2011). 

Civic community is associated with economic growth

Helliwell and Putnam’s (1995) measure of “civic community” 
in different Italian regions – an index of newspaper 
readership, associationalism, and voting behaviour – is 
positively correlated with economic growth between 1950-
1990 (Helliwell and Putnam 1995).

Civic health and unemployment

A 2011 study conducted by the National Conference on 
Citizenship compared geographic localities in the US 
over time in order to assess the impacts of civic health 
and economic resilience – in this case operationalised 
as unemployment rates. An initial survey conducted in 
2006 compared with a subsequent survey in 2011, allowed 
researchers to explore specifically why different localities 
varied in their ability to weather the 2008 economic 
recession. As hypothesised, they discovered two critical 
determinants of economic resilience. The first is the density 
of third sector organisations. The second, is community 
cohesion and civic health – measuring how involved the 
citizens were in “peer-to-peer communication, cooperation 
and solidarity and care for neighbours”, informal social 
structures, attachment to place amongst residents and 
businesses, communal trust and the quality of information 
flows. Further studies are required to better understand 
the functional routes through which community cohesion 
influences unemployment, but these researchers were 
particularly interested in how business owners and investors 
made different decisions when they operated in an area 
with high community cohesion versus low cohesion. They 
hypothesise that those in highly cohesive areas are more 
like to retain employees and continue to invest into an area 
during economic hardship. 

“Civic health remains a leading predictor of change in 
employment, even when more statistical controls (alternative 
explanations for the trend in unemployment) are added to 
the models” 

“This is a powerful reminder that when our nation’s citizens 
are more connected, more engaged, and more invested in 
one another as common stakeholders in a shared future, 
our communities are stronger”  

ECONOMICS

A meta-analysis of trust and civic norms by country 
reveal that they are associated with growth

Knack and Keefer (1997), using data collected in the World 
Values Survey, tested the “impact of trust and civic norms 
on both growth and investment rates” across 29 developed 
countries. They found that the social capital variables were 
significantly correlated to economic growth – with a change 
by one standard deviation in trust is associated with a 56% 
increase in growth. Remarkably, they also looked at human 
capital (enrolment in secondary and primary schools) and 
found that its influence on growth is only slightly more 
than levels of trust.

Further evidence around social capital and 
unemployment

For each 1% increase in the rate of neighbours working 
together there is a reduction in the unemployment rate of 
0.25%. For each 1% increase in voter registration there is 
a reduction in the unemployment rate of 0.10% (National 
Conference on Citizenship 2011).

Social capital influences political participation

It is widely argued that social capital is an important 
component of political participation, which is a crucial 
determinant of the quality of governance outcomes. 
Researchers in Belgium wanted to explore this relationship 
in more detail amongst young people by assessing types of 
social capital and and political involvement.  The study finds 
that there are two separate forms of social capital that are 
positively correlated with political engagement - committed 
and religious. Committed social capital describes youths 
who are engaged in diverse forms of communal activities 
(closest to bridging social capital); whereas religious 
describes those who are more narrowly involved in 
religious activities (bonding). This study therefore finds 
that both forms of social capital are important to political 
engagement. (Teney and Hanquinet 2012). 

Social capital and tax evasion

The Internal Revenue Service in the US shows tax evasion 
state by state is related to differences in social capital 
(Putnam 2001).

Bridging capital impacts on government performance 
in poor communities

A group of Israeli social scientists sought to establish 
whether bonding and bridging social capital had differential 
effects on governance outcomes – it also looked at whether 
the socio-economic status of the area influenced that 
relationship. Looking across 256 Israeli local authorities, 
the researchers found that bonding and bridging social 
capital were differentially associated with government 
performance – in this instance operationalised through 
various fiscal measures. Interestingly, they found that poor 
areas with a high density of bridging social capital tended 
to have lower budget deficits, more accurate expenditure 
forecasts and higher levels of public spending per capita 
than other neighbourhoods with different social capital 
and socio-economic profiles (Menahem, Itzhak Haim 2011).

GOVERNANCE

Attachment to place impacts economic growth

A three-year study comparing 26 US cities conducted 
by Gallup found that “cities with the highest levels of 
resident love and passion for their community, or resident 
attachment, also had the highest rates of GDP growth over 
time.” They further deduced that communal attachment 
is connected to the incidence of opportunities to engage 
with the community, openness, physical attractiveness of 
the area, social capital, civic involvement, safety, education 
and emotional well-being. The researchers hypothesise 
that attachment to an area influences economic activity 
in that it makes people more willing to invest and spend 
in that area, and separately influences their perception of 
the local economy; it also found that businesses perform 
better when they are operating in a socially dense area. 
The aggregated effects of these behavioural tendencies in 
a socially cohesive locality leads to economic growth and 
resilience (Knight Foundation 2010)

Social capital and household income

Narayan and Pritchett (1997) undertook detailed household 
surveys in various Tanzanian villages looking at involvement 
in associations and cultural attitudes around altruism and 
trust. The researchers hypothesised that higher levels of 
trust would facilitate economic activity, thereby leading 
to relatively more economic activity than in non-trusting 
communities. Furthermore, they hypothesised that even 
if one was not personally involved in an association or was 
particularly untrustworthy, he or she would still benefit from 
living in a community with associationalism and trust – in 
other words, a social capital free-rider. In quantifying the 
results of the household surveys, Narayan and Pritchett were 
able to establish a relationship between household social 
capital and household wealth, finding that at a village level, 
an increase of one standard deviation of social capital was 
associated with an increase in income of 20 - 30%. To put 
this in perspective, an increase of one standard deviation 
in education (human capital) is associated with only a 4.8% 
increase in income.
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Bridging social capital improves governance 
outcomes in developing contexts

A study of 410 villages throughout China sought to better 
understand whether different forms of social capital had 
differential effects on the nascent democratic structures 
being set up in the country. They found that many of the 
villages were still characterised by high levels of bonding 
social capital. Critically, however, they found that the 
presence of bonding social capital negatively impacted 
the performance of the rural governing structures while the 
presence of bridging social capital was related to better 
governance performance (Min 2011). 

Social networks influence propensity to engage in 
violent behaviour

A 2012 study obtained data from 253, 13-17 year old girls 
investigated whether family and peer connections, and 
prosocial norms related to their involvement in violent 
activity. The researchers first assessed each participant’s 
family and peer connectedness and degree of prosocial 
norms and followed the girls for a period of 18 months – 
tracking violent behaviour along the way. A comparative 
analysis at the end of the research period found that 
prosocial norms and family connectedness were negatively 
related to violent behaviour, while peer connectedness 
related positively to it (Shlafer et al. 2013). 

Civic participation decreases criminality

Researchers in Sweden initiated a longitudinal study to 
test whether parental participation in civic and communal 
activities had an effect on the persistence of criminal 
behavior on their children. They surveyed 548 boys at the 
age of 13 and then in their late teens. 

The study showed that young boys with fathers who were 
actively engaged in communal activities had significantly 
lower rates of criminality than those whose fathers were 
not engaged. This effect held even when controlling for 
socio-economic status and was the most potent for children 
with low academic achievement (Mahoney and Magnusson 
2001).

Social capital is related to lower crime rates

In Italy researchers discovered a correlation between rates 
of blood donation (taken as a proxy measure for social 
capital) and crime. For each 1% increase in blood donations 
there was a corresponding reduction in common thefts 
(-13%) and robberies and car thefts (-15%) (Buonanno, 
Motolio and Vanin 2009).

Bridging social capital and crime

Beyerlein and Hipp (2005) differentiate between bonding 
and bridging social capital and argue that groups 
characterised by bonding social capital are not effective 
in creating an environment of informal social control to deal 
with the threat of crime, whereas groups with extensive 
bridging social capital are more effective in creating such 
foundations. The results show that crime rates are lower 
in societies with higher levels of bridging social capital.

Civic engagement improves ones sense of 
community, which contributes to social-wellbeing

A study in Italy assessed whether there was a relationship 
between civic engagement, sense of community and social-
wellbeing – assessing 566 students aged 14 to 19 through 
a structured questionnnaire. They found that involvement 
in civic activities was associated with a sense of community 
– which in turn predicted social well-being. The researchers 
conclude that adolescents should be provided with more 
opportunities to engage in civic activities (Albanesi et al. 
2007). 

CRIME

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE

Bridging social capital stimulates climate change 
action, bonding social capital supresses it

Researchers focusing on the Southeastern United States 
hypothesised that attitude towards and behaviours related 
to climate change would be influenced by the presence 
and quality of an individual’s social networks. Gathering 
data across three different communities, the researchers 
found that bridging social capital was associated with 
an individual’s willingness to seek out information about 
climate change and change consumption behaviours 
in response. Conversely, individuals with relatively high 
levels of bonding social capital limits this willingness. 
The researchers expanded the results to conclude that 
communities with high levels of bridging social capital 
would display greater levels of resilience in response to 
climate change compared with communities characterised 
by bonding relationships (Smith et al. 2012). 

The opportunity to engage in community based 
leisure activities hold potential to impact community 
cohesion, social capital and involvement. 

One study states that leisure “provides a forum which 
encourages people to redefine themselves and their 
community through the creation of activity which focuses 
on ameliorating a negative individual or social condition or 
through self-development or community betterment” (Reid 
and van Dreunen, 1996, p.48). Shared activity creates a sense 
of interdependence and provides a shared experience that 
is foundational to a sense of community (Avineri & De-Shalit, 
1992; Bell, 1993; Gardner, 1995). More specifically, multiple 
studies have found that community leisure participation is 
linked with social capital and sense of belonging (Brown, 
2007; Gibson et al., 2002; Hunt, 2004; Reid & van Dreunen, 
1996; Scott & Godbey, 1992). 

Community gardening is related to perceptions of 
social capital

Using hierarchical linear and logistic regression analyses, 
researchers in Flint, Michigan analysed data from almost 
2000 telephone interviews. The data revealed that on an 
individual basis, participation in community gardening and 
other neighbourhood activities was related to perceptions 
of social capital – both individual and neighbourhood-wide 
(Alaimo et al. 2010). 

Undertaking DIY projects is linked to well-being

One researcher focussed specifically on DIY project 
engagement and found that for respondents aged 65 
and over, “those who spend more time doing DIY activities 
reported higher life satisfaction…even when controlling for 
demographic variables such as age, income and education” 
(Abdallah and Jeffrey 2014 p.23). Additionally, an analysis 
of the Big Lottery Fund Wellbeing Programme found that 
engaging in gardening and cookery learning activities has 
been found to have “significant impacts on wellbeing, 
including on overall life satisfaction as well as decreasing 
depressive symptoms“ (Abdallah and Jeffrey  2014 p. 28).
                                          

Participating in civic-oriented leisure activities has 
numerous positive outcomes

A study using in-depth qualitative research found that the 
experience of citizen participation as a leisure pursuit was 
found to lead to the learning of new skills, an increase 
in self-esteem, a sense of balance, perceived sense of 
group accomplishment and ability to make change and 
the development of community (Arai and Pedlar, 1997).

The positive health effects of engaging in physical leisure 
activities are mediated by a sense of social support

A study conducted by Iwasaki et al. 2001 found that physical 
activity leisure time is associated with both health and 
mental health. Interestingly, however, they found that this 
relationship was mediated by a person’s social resources 
– so that physical activity has to be matched by a sense of 
social support in order to impact on wellbeing. 

Extracurricular activites impact social support, which 
has long term consequences

A longitudinal study in New Zealand analysed the impact 
of engaging in extracurricular community activities and 
experiences of social support, in this case the researchers 
chose to focus on Maori youths. The study found that, as 
expected, engaging in non-sports community activities 
did increase perceveived social support – critically, the 
researchers also found that social support was associated 
with various positive outcome later in life (Browne-Yung 
et al. 2013).

LEISURE ACTIVITIES
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Introduction
Civic Systems Lab is an organisation that formed when Social 
Spaces and Project 00 merged. The two organisations had 
worked together for some time and combined their skills and 
research to work on experimental systems level projects. This 
section describes selected pieces of original research that 
formed the foundations of the strategies that Civic Systems 
Lab now tests with partners.

Action research
The Travelling Pantry

Publication research
Hand Made and Community Lover’s Guides
Empathetic City
Compendium for the Civic Economy

Civic Systems Lab research
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The Travelling Pantry was an action research project that 
followed on from the publication of Hand Made in September 
2010. Inspired by the emerging participatory culture Hand 
Made began to surface, The Travelling Pantry aimed to take 
these ideas on the road around the UK to find out how local 
people would respond to these new ideas and models, and 
if a new set of workshop methodologies could be used to 
stimulate and support more projects of this kind. In total 
Travelling Pantry workshops took place in 63 communities 
across the UK between October 2010 and March 2011 - with 
over 1200 people attending.

How the project worked

The project was a self initiated and designed by Tessy Britton 
who was inspired by the enthusiastic attitudes exhibited in 
the stories of Hand Made.

An open call was put out on Twitter, offering free project 
development workshops in return for travel expenses and 
accommodation where necessary. Each group that requested 
a workshop invited people to participate, and the Travelling 
Pantry ran a workshop with them.

Results of the project

Were people inspired by new types of participatory projects?

Yes. Universally people were incredibly excited by these new 
types of projects. People could see the difference and liked it. 

Did the new workshop methods and activities help people 
think through new ways of designing local projects using 
existing resources?

Yes. People responded very well to the interactive activities. 
These helped people shift their thinking step by step from 
existing ways of designing projects - to a design process 
that started with existing resources and opportunities. A 
number of interesting experiments were conducted during 
the course of the project to test the effects of using the 
materials differently or in different sequences. Most notable 
was the test involving sharing Hand Made project stories 
before asking people for their own ideas - and in other 
workshops asking them for their own ideas first.

Hearing about new ideas and models had a big positive effect 
on the levels of creativity. The stimulation of novel concepts, 

produced extraordinary ideas - not necessarily related to 
the examples. Without the stimulation the ideas around 
what people would like to see more of in their communities 
tended to relate directly to what people saw around them. 
More often these ideas related to what other people could 
control, such as parking or litter. Whereas the groups that 
had heard the examples of citizens initiating and producing 
projects resulted in ideas that local residents might be able 
to produce together. 

These workshops revealed that the starting point for many 
people was currently firmly established in existing structures 
and models, and without exposure to new ideas and models, 
this would likely continue. This finding challenged some 
very firmly embedded assumptions evident in the practices 
of many professionals working in communities, where the 
prevailing belief is that all ideas should come out of each 
community independently. 

What Hand Made began to surface was a rise in innovative 
models that could benefit the creative thinking of communities 
everywhere. Taken together the new ideas were thought to 
be ‘outliers’, unique and powerful new models of how we 
might organise society - and unlikely to appear in small 
communities that are not exposed to these range of ideas. 

Alex Pentland has studied how ideas flow and what impact 
they have. In Social Physics (2014) he writes: “Over time, a 
community with members who actively engage with each 
other creates a group with shared, integrated habit and 
beliefs. When the flow of ideas incorporates a constant stream 
of outside ideas as well, then the individuals in the community 
make better decisions than they could make on their own”. 

Were the workshops enough to support starting new types 
of projects straight away?

No. Far from it. The workshops performed a valuable function: 
introducing new models and ideas, showing creative design 
processes to develop projects - and frequently helping 
people to see the exciting possibilities of not working in 
committee meeting formats.

But from very early in the project the excitement about the 
new project ideas was accompanied by an ever growing list 
of barriers to starting these types of local projects. Through 
these conversations about barriers, common in communities 
across the UK, a list of ‘essential ingredients’ for starting 
participatory projects began to emerge. 

Civic Systems Lab research
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Projects from Hand Made inspired the whole project and 
the stories were used as part of the creative design process

Mapping in Glasgow, Scotland

The Travelling Pantry in St Ives, Cornwall

Some of the workshop activity materials 
designed and tested for The Travelling 
Pantry - now open source.

Top: Collaborative Mapping
Below: Skills Game
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The early list of essential ingredients that emerged 
from the Travelling Pantry workshops:

Functional spaces 
Health and safety training
Insurance cover
Networks
New ideas and models
Facilitation

It was these findings which started a process of analysis of 
the existing citizen participation structures and systems that 
were tested in other projects such as The Common Room 
and Open Hub, and formed such an integral part of The 
Open Works design and strategy.

What do people want to see more of in their communities?

All 1200 participants were asked to build a Lego model 
(using Lego Serious Play) to describe what they would like 
to see more of in their community. Three themes appeared 
in every workshop:

• People wanted more ways to bridge the social gaps in 
their community, age, culture, class.

• People wanted their communities to have more beautiful, 
outdoor and inside spaces.

• People wanted access to spaces that were functional 
for participatory projects, workshops, kitchens - not just 
meeting rooms and empty halls for events.

[Lego was a supporter of The Travelling Pantry, due to 
Professor David Gauntlett’s early involvement with the 
project.]

“Cultures develop out of a practice of people doing things 
together, because of a collective need or a shared passion. It 
is common to think of culture as something abstract, perhaps 
created through initiatives at a national or international 
level. But cultures really develop through the opposite kind 
of process - when people find ways to play, make and share 
together, and to negotiate differences to create shared 
meanings.” 

Cultures of Creativity - Nurturing creative mindsets across 
cultures - Lego Foundation - Gauntlett and Stjerne Thomsen 
2013

Many unattractive spaces being underused 

The extent of resource waste also became evident through 
the workshops. In one workshop in the north of Scotland 
the participants mapped a total of 34 local spaces within a 
5 miles radius, that were notionally available for community 
use - but were described as such depressing spaces, with 
no practical functionality, that they were hardly ever used. 
And this was true in nearly every community to some degree.

People expressed their negative feelings about these spaces 
everywhere. The widespread approach to creating ‘versatile’ 
community spaces has ultimately resulted in them being 
empty most of the time. It has also led to an often patronising 
attitude amongst professionals - that people living in deprived 
neighbourhoods like things to look depressing. Many people 
in these workshops expressed anger at this idea. Other 
professionals are challenging this notion strongly and see 
that the creation of beautiful spaces is vital to engaging 
people in collective activities. 

Equally importantly, challengers have evidence of beautiful 
spaces and good design being effective in supporting and 
exciting people from all social demographic backgrounds. 
Bill Stickland, a leading educator in the US, asserts the need 
for beautiful environments very strongly in his writing about 
schools, seeing beautiful functional spaces as a way to show 
people respect, foster new aspirations and enjoyment for 
people working together. 

Civic Systems Lab research
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Global research into emergent new participatory culture

The Community Lover’s Guide to the Universe is an 
international, crowd-sourced book series, surfacing and 
sharing innovative participatory projects from around the 
world. It aims to profile examples and experiences of many 
amazing people and their innovative projects - people who 
are actively and creatively making community together.

Each edition is produced collaboratively, with a local editor 
researching and gathering project examples, and project 
initiators writing chapters on their experiences and insights.

The Community Lover’s Guide developed from the first 
book Hand Made, detailed on the preceding pages. It was 
becoming clear that there was a growing number of these 
different types of participation - and that these stories might 
be interesting and important, and deserved to be researched 
and understood further.

Through conversations with co-editors Maurice Specht and 
Laura Billings we realised that there might be many more 
projects and editors passionate about this new community 
culture.

And so The Community Lover’s Guide to the Universe was 
created as a open innovation network, with a call for editors, 
a design template for the book editions, and a website to 
share all the stories for free.

Characteristics of projects
At a local level we were interested in very down-to-earth
projects, and were keen to describe how ideas such as 
growing, learning or making took on a different character 
in different places and cultures around the world. The 
projects we were looking for displayed most of the following 
characteristics:

Creative
They connect many new and existing resources and ideas 
to make entirely new things.

Collaborative
They boost the potential and success of the work by collective 
and collaborative ways of operating.

Resourceful
They are re-using, re-imagining, re-purposing or re-cycling.

Practical 
They are opportunities for people to learn, share or make 
together; they involve some ‘hands-on’ doing.

Emergent
They are starting small, and making best use of opportunities 
as they arise; growing organically and experimentally rather 
than to a set plan.

People-led
They often develop from passionate individuals or small 
groups outside official structures and funding; or by intra-
preneurs working differently from inside an organisation.

Exemplars of place-based participatory culture
The following editions have published and are available to 
read online:

Hand Made (Tessy Britton, 2010)
Rotterdam (Maurice Specht, 2012)
Hackney (Laura Billings, 2012)
Amsterdam (Jonmar van Vlijman, 2012)
Jewish Community (Russell Collins, 2012)
Birmingham (Nick Booth, 2013)
Utrecht (Corian Hugenholtz, Joosje Bellwinkel, 2013)
Berlin (Isolde Nagel, Francesca Weber-Newth, 2013)
Cambridge (Ellie McKenny, 2013)
English translation in production:
The Hague (Robert Duiveman, 2013)
Vlaardingen (Susan van der Steen, 2014)
Groningen (Maartje, Marleen, Mark, Mayke en Sandra, Anne 
Marel, 2014)
Leiden (Jose van der Klauw, 2015)
Coming soon:
Madrid (Natalia Oliveras, Antonio Bazan, Viernes, 2015)
Norwich (Rheanna Bowen, 2015)

Over time, our understanding of this new participatory 
practice has developed (see page 38). This research has been 
key in enabling us to develop a nuanced understanding of 
the variety and characteristics of participatory culture. It has 
also been the base for creating exhibition and materials to 
inspiring others with these optimistic and creative project 
examples. 

The projects in the following pages are a sample of place-
based, participatory activities from the Community Lover’s 
Guide series. 

Civic Systems Lab research
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Hand Made

Rotterdam

Hackney

PieLab

Kaap Belvedere

FARM:shop Hackney Bikeworkshop

Social Media Surgeries

Irresistible Green

Learning Dreams

Singeldingen

Growing Communities

Fallen Fruit 

Cook with Me

People’s Kitchen

Bike Lab

NAC Foundation

Trade School

Rotterdam Harvest Pendrecht University The Mayor’s Living Room

Chatsworth Road E5

Mens Sheds

Hackney Pirates I am here Trade School London
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Amsterdam

Berlin

Birmingham

Noorderparkkamer

Rutliwear

Loaf

I can change the world

World Kitchen

Fashion Street

Workstation

Social Media Surgeries4am Project

Makkie local currency

UfaFabrik

Urban Harvest

Stichting Pocketgarden

ExRotaPrint Prinzessinnengarten ID22

Cotteridge Park

Hot Mama Hot 

ChangeKitchen
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Cambridge 

Utrecht

Madrid

Cropshare

Foundation

Jubliares 

Plough and Fleece 

Wilgenhof 

Freedom Club Timebank

De Krakeling 

1000 Stories 

Twinning Households

I-Did

Weaving Malasana Spirit 23

Accordia Open Space 

Tafelboom 

Makespace

In Space Pick the City

El Campo de la Cebada Biernes con B
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The Empathic City was written by 00 in collaboration with the 
Rotterdam architecture foundation Air, part of a nationwide 
mapping of bottom up urban initiative funded by the Creative 
Industries Fund NL. 

Civic Systems Lab research
The Empathic City

“Social innovation blossoms in the city; top-down and 
bottom up are symbiotic; the motivations of imitators are 
deeply personal - and that is the power of the empathic 
city. The empathic city unlocks this potential; it is receptive 
and alert to new connections; it is about starting up quickly 
and developing through doing. Not new, but different: the 
empathic city.”
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The Compendium for the Civic Economy was first published 
in May 2011 and second edition in 2012. The aim was to 
highlight the huge potential of civic entrepreneurship to 
inform new ways of thinking and doing that could address the 
combined economic, social and environmental challenges of
our time.

The challenge of our times: institution-building

In their book ‘Why Nations Fail’, US economists Daron 
Acemoglu and James Robinson point to the importance of 
political and economic institutions to maintain long-term 
prosperity and resilience; they are the key to understanding 
the success (or failure) of nations, as they make the difference 
between inclusive and pluralist systems that reinforce a 
country’s development, or extractive systems that jeopardise 
social and economic progress by serving only a select 
minority. Where they work well, the institutional cornerstones 
of a society generate fertile ground for continuous innovation 
and investment, because they reproduce, on a daily basis, 
faith in good governance, fairness and reciprocity of 
effort and reward. Institutions also play a crucial role for 
the economist and Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom; her 
work makes a strong case for recognising the rationality of 
collective and cooperative economic systems beyond the 
simplistic dichotomy of state and market, so contradicting the 
equally simplistic assumption that only short-term individual 
profit maximising can count as rational behaviour. Ostrom 
points out that there is plenty of evidence showing how 
cooperative systems can be highly effective in preserving 
and re-producing shared resources through collaboration 
and trust, and that therefore this should be understood as 
long-term rational behaviour.

The recent failures in our economy have much to do with a 
breakdown in the functioning of institutions – from the banks 
and their regulators to unconvincing political responses to 
the financial and environmental crises, from ossified interests 
in (for example) the energy sector to stagnant innovation in 
how we build our homes. We are convinced that in response, 
a focus on institution-building is exactly what is needed 
– and this is what, at a local level, civic entrepreneurs are 
doing as they imagine, pilot and test new ventures. We 
sometimes call it ‘firstmile’ innovation – it originates not 
within large established organisations but in the everyday 
spaces of our cities and villages, on or close to the interface 
with end users. Whether a reinvented corner shop or smart 
ways to link the skills of elderly people to the interests of 

younger generations – right at the local level, the work of civic 
entrepreneurs is creating a new generation of lightfooted 
institutions. Characteristically, these new organisations are 
on the one hand open, that is, disruptive and innovative and 
often radically opensource, and on the other hand social: 
welcoming and inclusive.

Case Studies

Arcola Theatre

Baisikeli

Brixton Village

Bromley by Bow Centre

Brooklyn Superhero Supply Co.

Fab Lab Manchester

Fintry Development Trust

The George and Dragon

Household Energy Services

The Hub Islington

Hørsholm Waste-to-Energy

Incredible Edible Todmorden

Jayride

Livity

Museum of East Anglian Life

Neil Sutherland Architects

Nottingham University Hospitals

Olinda Psychiatric Hospital

One Love City

The People’s Supermarket

Rutland Telecom

Southwark Circle

Studio Hergebruik

TCHO

Tübingen User-led Housing 

Civic Systems Lab research
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Lessons learned

This book celebrates the civic economy because we believe 
that it will become an increasingly powerful force for positive 
change benefiting people and places in the UK. The 25 
inspirational stories in this compendium have strengthened 
not just the economy of their localities but also the quality of 
the shared public domain and the very fabric of society – in 
ways that neither the state nor the market have been able 
to achieve on their own.

They add a new dimension to continuing discussions 
about both the ‘Big Society’ and ‘StartUp Britain’. The civic 
enterprises explored in this book show how by linking the 
two, we can enrich the ongoing debate about growing 
and rebalancing the economies of places across the UK. 
Reflecting on the amazing things achieved by both the 25 
trailblazers described in this book and the wide range of 
other examples we show, six key messages emerge:

The civic economy is re-emerging in a new form as a vital 
and growing force for social, economic and environmental 
progress

In the introduction, we highlighted the technological, cultural 
and organisational trends that are changing the fabric of our 
economy and society. These changes are combining with 
deeprooted traditions of entrepreneur- ship, community 
activism and social enterprise. What results is an emerging 
set of shifts in behaviour that cut across the public, private 
and third sector. The size of the civic economy itself is hard 
to quantify precisely because of its cross-sector nature – but 
measures such as the size of the social enterprise sector and 
investment in ethical funds and start-ups are all showing 
significant growth. Many point to the late 19th and early 
20th centuries as the great era of civic pride and vibrancy in 
the UK – a period of incredible institutional innovation that 
shaped our towns and cities, their economy, and society as 
a whole. We now need to recognise that we have entered
a new period of similarly deep change in the institutions that 
underpin our economy and the places we inhabit.

Civic entrepreneurship can actively contribute to 
increasing the resilience, prosperity and well- being of 
people, places and communities 

Civic entrepreneurs are achieving change by using 
collaborative and open-ended approaches to solving some of 
our most complex societal problems, seeding new ideas and 

attracting diverse collaborators to shape their propositions.
They make innovative use of new technology, innovative 
finance and wider social networks. They enable better use 
of undervalued resources whether physical or social. Most 
importantly, the ventures they create are deeply multi-faceted 
ventures, demonstrating a range of linked social, economic 
and environmental outcomes. If their approach were adopted 
on a wider scale, the outcome would be an economy that 
is more democratic; locally rooted yet globally networked; 
richer in opportunities not just for economic growth but also 
for social development; and pluralist, as it invites multiple 
forms of investment and widens the scope of players in local 
economies.

Localities – cities, towns, neighbourhoods and villages – 
are the focus for the new civic economy

Recent policy shifts have made it unambiguously clear: it 
is local places and local people – whether in the public, 
private or third sector – that must create the trajectories 
towards renewed, sustainable prosperity that we need. 
The case studies here give potent examples of the kind of 
opportunities this could entail in practice. We all need to 
understand how the examples highlighted in this book relate 
to local needs and opportunities and how we can enable 
similar opportunities elsewhere.

Enabling the growth of the civic economy will require 
different ways of thinking and doing across the public, 
private and third sector

The examples in this book cover a wide spectrum: this is 
an economy that is driven by the purpose and energy of a 
highly diverse range of protagonists and participants. This 
means that no single actor – whether the government, local
public agencies, or the private or third sector – can on its own 
create the conditions for the civic entrepreneurs to emerge 
and flourish. But they all have a role to play in creating fertile 
ground. 

The role of the public sector will often be to provide ‘servant 
leadership’ – based upon principles such as intricate awareness 
of what goes on locally; devolution of decision-making power 
downwards within their organisations and places; the building 
of communities of practice; and stewardship over time. This 
is by no means easy: it requires leaders in localities not just to 
recognise the latent opportunities and capabilities of people 
and places but also to recombine these and bring together 
innovative ways of, for example, brokering, co-producing, 

Civic Systems Lab research
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financing, commissioning and measuring success. Fertile 
ground exists where such disparate elements are stitched 
together with a real clarity of purpose.

Equally, many within the private sector already understand 
the benefits of going beyond corporate social responsibility 
(CSR), embedding social and environmental value agendas 
at the heart of their business. The case studies hint at the 
enormous opportunities for those companies that have been 
able to build the kind of collaborations that turn them into 
civic enterprises.

The third sector – in all its diversity, from established 
organisations to citizens working together on an ad-hoc 
basis – is evidently a hotbed for civic entrepreneurial- ism. 
The lessons in this book show ways in which their dynamism 
can be supported through addressing the arrangements that 
govern space, procurement and market regulation – thus 
building the new institutional compact we need to create a 
more civic economy overall.

Successfully building the civic economy requires us to 
build bridges between the massive and the micro

Across these sectors, the challenge is primarily one of scale 
– one could call it the interface between the ‘massive’ and 
the ‘micro’. Civic entrepreneurs are opening up pathways for
change that enable large-scale organisations or issues to 
be addressed through small-scale initiative, generating a 
distributed capacity to invest, create, improve, challenge, 
learn and innovate. Advances in technology have played 
an important role in enabling this – but what we now need 
is institutional change to mirror this: a wider culture shift 
is needed for the massive and the micro truly to interact – 
whether in user-led service design, public sector procurement,
private- community partnerships or self-provision of utilities. 
The wealth of good practice in this book is therefore evidence 
both of where this already happens but also of where 
additional support is needed.

We must develop a better understanding of the civic 
economy - and act on it

Different ways to foster fertile ground are deeply 
interdependent: this is not a menu of options but an integrated 
approach. We must start with a better understanding of how 
the civic economy operates. After all, the civic economy 
behaves differently from an economy dominated by either
the corporate or public sector as we know it.

In the remainder of this conclusion, we outline eight 
crucial behaviours of the civic economy, and group our 
recommendations accordingly.

In sum:

The civic economy is being built by protagonists who are led 
by their passion, purpose and personal commitment – and 
whose key asset is their social networks and trust they hold.

The civic economy is based upon inviting participation 
from the public at large – which goes far beyond mere 
consultation, to create frameworks for a type of co-production 
and coinvestment that builds deep democratic belonging.

The civic economy is built using an increasing diversity of 
finance sources as well as the investment of a range of other 
‘currencies’ – people’s time, trust, and social networks.

The civic economy is emerging from recognising and re-
combining the latent capacity of dormant or under- used 
physical assets, human capabilities and aspirations.

The civic economy is focused on generating a holistic 
experience of place – creating places that tell stories about 
their purpose, often surprising and delighting users and 
helping to generate open conditions for people’s participation 
and collaboration.

The civic economy although purpose-driven, is being built not 
through strategic planning but through open- ended, agile, 
incremental and iterative practices – based on starting small 
and growing in response to evolving needs and opportunities.

The civic economy is not just deeply local but also intricately 
linked to change-makers elsewhere – growing through 
networks and adaptation rather than through replication.

The civic economy is based on delivering a plurality of values 
and outcomes – which need to be acknowledged and taken 
into account in formulating the objectives and metrics of new 
policy, projects and procurement. 
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BUILDING THE OPEN WORKS

Building the infrastructure

The Open Works high street shop HQ

Incubation process

Designing a strategy with Theory of Change and Developmental Evaluation

Collaborative civic branding

Civic Proficiency

Building a local government and Lab team

Team skills

Perceptions of The Open Works from participants and staff

Changing roles at local level

Resources

This section was been written to help readers think through how they might build 
their own participatory platform.

It describes how we built The Open Works, the rationale behind many of the design 
decisions and the methods used to develop the platform strategy.

It is the intention that all aspects of the platform and practice should continue to be 
improved on through further live development – and that a more in-depth Playbook 

could be produced including aspects which should be adapted for different 
contexts, such the shop design.

This practice is in an early stage of development and many more insights will be 
discovered during further scaling of the platform.

216 217



Building the infrastructure

Pre-prototype - The Work Shop

In November 2012, The Work Shop opened for 6 weeks, in an 
empty high street shop in West Norwood. We introduced 500 
people to ideas about new citizen-led initiatives and spoke to 
them about how they would like to live their everyday lives, 
what their aspirations were, and how the Council could work 
differently with residents to realise those aspirations.

Three key points emerged from this initial research:

1. People were inspired by the positive collective vision, and 
the potential of these participatory projects to transform 
a whole neighbourhood.

2. People wanted to get actively involved in realising this 
vision. They could see how their talents and ideas would 
be vital to projects that involved reshaping the very 
practical aspects of how residents work, cook, learn, 
grow, fix, make, share and learn together.

3. Radical changes to working structures would have to be 
made to enable this to happen, to take away barriers 
currently stopping participation at scale.

Prototype - The Open Works

The Open Works platform created a space for experimentation 
and testing, for changing local systems and for developing 
new models and ideas for earning a living. New support 
infrastructures were put in place to kickstart a learning process 
for re-organising these systems.

Infrastructure components

The platform allowed a re-design of existing participation 
infrastructures by making it easy for a single resident to come 
through the shop door (the project HQ), get inspired by the 
project ideas we introduced, and start a project the same day.

The platform’s role was to inspire and co-design participatory 
projects with local residents, incorporating the design 
principles; connect people and ideas; source functional 

spaces; and take responsibility for the necessary practicalities 
such as insurance and safety at a network level.

This created a permissive, rapid prototyping environment. 
Project initiators reported that the lack of bureaucracy, 
speed of development, responsiveness and personal 
encouragement was key to their involvement.

Several infrastructures needed to be re-designed prior to 
the project starting - they are detailed on the facing page.

Why a platform

Platforms have a set of characteristics which make them 
suitable for creating and supporting a range of participatory 
activities:

• Create infrastructures to enable activity and invite people 
to take part, rather than provide a service.

• Invite co-production and reduce dependency.

• Work in an open-ended and iterative manner, rather than 
prescribing solutions.

• Thrive on the unpredictable inputs of many people to 
create emergent opportunities, rather than prescribe 
roles.

• Invite people through curiosity and interest, rather than 
marketing products or services.

• Offer a basic infrastructure and protocols to curate activity 
- within which anything is possible, rather than create 
precise rules.

• Create a culture of collaboration, rather than manage 
activities.

• View everyone as potential producer and cobuilder, 
rather than a consumer.

HQ space
The HQ shop was based on the high street 
to be novel and accessible within people’s 
daily activities. It moved conversations out 
of offices, meeting rooms or the town hall.
People could pop in whenever the shop was 
open, look around the exhibition of projects, 
join as a member, have a cup of tea and a chat 
or attend one of the project activities. It was
designed to be highly visible, to draw 
attention, shift expectations and offer a 
creative, welcoming environment.

Team
The project development team spent the 
majority of time in the shop, meeting people, 
hosting the HQ and working closely with 
residents to develop projects. This is a change
of relationship between residents and 
professionals, from consumer and supplier 
to equal co-builders. 

Project incubation
The mini-labs and emergent projects formed 
a new type of participatory infrastructure 
for civic involvement. The projects needed 
to be codesigned to create a wide range 
of new opportunities for local residents to 
participate. Most people are unfamiliar with 
new participatory and hybrid project models, 
so the project incubation process was crucial 
to producing outcome-generating activities.

Civic branding
A collaborative civic brand was needed that 
promoted project activities co-produced 
with citizens and professionals - rather than 
promoting the work and services of the Council 
or professional organisations alone. The 
projects needed branding with an adoptable 
identity and DIY tools to help engage people 
and increase recognition.

Insurance and safety
Residents with ideas are currently often 
expected to organise and pay for their own 
insurance or health and safety requirements. 
The platform infrastructure took care of this  
at a systems level to make starting projects as 
easy as possible. Public liability insurance was 
extended from the Council’s existing policy. 
The members welcome included an induction 
which covered health and safety protocols. 

Civic Proficiency
Civic Proficiency is wider than health and 
safety, taking into account both formal training 
requirements, and many more skills and 
abilities that are needed to start and develop 
projects.

Prototyping budget
The current system only offers grants for 
projects groups that are constituted, have bank 
accounts and can prove a need. Prototyping 
new forms of participatory projects needed 
small amounts of money for equipment.

Functional spaces
Community spaces need to become functional 
for collaborative activities, working and 
projects - not just for meetings and functions. 
Slack spaces need to be brought into use 
for projects. The platform works to develop 
a network of function specific spaces to 
meet the needs of individual projects and 
enterprises including kitchens, shops, green 
spaces, or workshops.

HQ
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The shop was designed to be open and attractive to as many 
people as possible. 

The interior used a combination of simple construction 
materials and bright colours, and the shelves were filled with 
materials and objects from the projects - to make a creative 
space in which everyone’s ideas could be discussed.
 
Elements of the HQ were left unfinished for example a 
temporary ply-wood top on trestles was used for the main 
table, and wood clamps and other DIY equipment were left 
in the space. This un-polished aesthetic was intended to 
show visually that the project was a ‘work in progress’ and 
was open to other people’s contributions and ideas.

More explicit co-production can take this effect further. The 
intention at the start had been to co-design more of the space 
elements together with members. Drawing on inspiration 
from the Make Space publication (see page 248), working 
elements such as DIY white boards and seating cubes can 
be co-built with local residents.

This degree of co-design is often only possible with a 
dedicated space. In instances where partner organisations 
are hosting the HQ or other projects, it is important to show 
consideration and respect in designing and altering a shared 
space.

Designing common spaces is a challenge

Designing a space which is truly welcoming to everyone is a 
challenge - being culturally neutral, while trying to spark the 
imagination is a difficult balance. Existing corporate or public 
sector design was specifically avoided, as this is known to 
create very different expectations. It also needed to strike a 
balance between appearing homely and professional.

As with the approach to the branding, the team drew on their 
research with citizens across other projects, and their visits to 
many other participatory cultures across the UK, Europe and 
the US, that are led and designed by citizens themselves. 

The approach the team adopted was to create a mix of simple 
modern items, many of which were borrowed; plus a variety of 
patterns and colours including geometric wall decals, African 

print fabrics and colourful cushions. As projects developed, 
more elements were left around the shop - a spade, a piece 
of knitting, jars of jam - giving participants a higher sense of 
shared ownership. 

The balance of this mix changed over the year, and by the 
end the space had a more lived in feel.

Any platform space design needs to attract the most people 
possible. It is worth experimenting to see the responses of 
people living the area.

Design is only the first part of the welcome process

In order to be genuinely inclusive and to build the necessary 
bridging social capital, attracting and involving people from 
different backgrounds into the project is vital. All people 
need to feel comfortable spending time in all the different 
project spaces. This very often needs a personal welcome 
to encourage people to enter that space for the first time. 

The team were proactive in speaking to anyone walking past 
who stopped to look, or showed any curiosity or interest. 
The design is important for getting people’s interest initially, 
but beyond that it is important to create a welcoming 
atmosphere that encourages people to stay and talk over a 
cup of tea. Ultimately it is through these friendly and exciting 
conversations that people want to get involved and feel able 
to share and grow their ideas.

“I always thought that The Open Works team were 

really good at setting up the space to make you 

think and come up with ideas. They had a lovely 

space where the kids could come as well. 

I just thought it was really exciting and there are 

people here who have got ideas and I’ve got ideas, 

and we might actually make it happen.”

Participant

The Open Works 
high street shop HQ
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Trade School

Exhibition on the wall - inspiring participatory projects 
from around the world to share the potential vision

Tea urn - to welcome any visitors with refreshments

Display board - for project materials, maps, templates, 
planning documents

Project artefacts - tools and materials that were made, 
traded or used during projects

Table and chairs - to host conversations, workshops, 
projects

Window display - regularly changing window display to 
attract curiosity

Window vinyls - to explain The Open Works and invite 
people to join

Front door - propped open to encourage passersby to 
come inside

Large scale posters - to launch projects or festivals
2
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The Open Works 
high street shop HQ
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Incubation process

The aim of the platform is to build participatory projects and 
ventures. Very few people have been exposed to these new 
types of mutually beneficial and multiple outcome-generating 
projects. They are often more familiar with the existing 
models of charity, consumer, challenge, representational or 
associational (see page 38 for a full comparison).

Extensive research on participatory culture led to the 
development of a set of design principles, as well as 
uncovering a variety of models on which to base the projects 
being tested. This made the project incubation process very 
important. It required a wide knowledge of project models 
to draw upon, and the execution of a deliberate strategy. 
The platform approach allowed for the design principles to 
be embedded into each project design.

1. Member recruitment
Membership was open to all residents. The future participatory 
vision was shared: re-imagining how we live our everyday lives 
and discovering how to reorganise the way we work, eat, 
learn, make, fix, grow, share and cook together. Invitations 
were sent to a launch and regular open days and free 
membership was offered. Membership increased people’s 
sense of belonging to the vision, expressed an intention 
to get involved at a future point and allowed the team to 
communicate with people regularly. New members continued 
to join in the shop, through participating in projects or online 
via the website and social media.

2. Meetings with members
Every new member was personally invited to a conversation 
to discuss their interests and ideas, at a time that suited them. 
These conversations surfaced ideas and opportunities that 
could be connected with other members and developed 
into projects or ventures.

3. Mapping opportunities
Neighbourhoods are full of opportunities and enthusiasm 
for involvement. Conversations with local organisations, 
projects, Councillors and businesses surfaced opportunities 
to use space, link initiatives and build collaborative networks 
that are key components of an opportunity-based design 
process. The team built connections by going on site visits, 
attending meetings, speaking to local business owners, and 
asking for introductions.

4. Project design
Individuals or groups were brought together to design a 
project or test a business idea - blending ideas, innovative 
civic models, spaces and other opportunities. Sometimes an 
individual had a strong idea which could be developed one-
to-one. Sometimes many individuals who had mentioned the 
same interest were invited to a workshop to explore potential. 
Sometimes the project team designed and launched projects 
if there was a high level of interest but no clear project 
initiators.

5. Prototyping and launching
Once the project model was designed, a prototype was 
developed including a name, branding and logo, a website, 
print material, equipment and the first activities. It was then 
launched for testing, as a proof of concept. The team co-
hosted activities in the early stages, to continue the project 
development process with people as they participated. Many 
projects developed through The Open Works are open 
source, and can be adopted and adapted - see the Project 
Directory for details.

6. Scaling projects
• Future modelling - as the testing of projects demonstrates 

whether they are feasible or not, scenarios of future 
viability and resource options are considered: a venture, 
a non-monetary project, a network of activities.

• Replication - replicating a project, led by new residents 
e.g. the Great Cook moving from a high street location, 
to hyperlocal community spaces on estates.

• Specialism - specialising around themes e.g. a season of 
growing or craft classes as part of Trade School.

• Stepping stones - adapting project models to allow 
progression e.g. Rock Paper Scissors had two sites within 
existing shops, helping makers develop products in a 
shared shop. In the future this could lead to a stand alone 
own box shop, or specialist concept shops.

• Suppers - everyone was invited, introductions were made 
between people for informal discussion and emergent 
opportunities.

• Festivals - to encourage wider participation, trialling and 
momentum.

• Civic Incubator - structured learning to cover theory and 
project models, accelerate projects, and create a group 
of co-builders.

PROJECT DESIGN

Model discovery
Testing strategy

Evaluation framework
Theory of Change

Branding

Prototypes

Participatory 
culture models 

and hybrid 
civic models

Local ideasNetworks

Spaces

Ecosystem of participatory 
commons projects, community 

businesses and ventures

Surfacing and connecting 
people and ideas

Shop front occupation, 
member recruitment,
exhibitions, events
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Incubation process

Emerging project incubation typology

The project incubation process is key to initiating participatory 
projects. The team used a variety of methods to develop and 
launch projects depending on the opportunities available. 
The method chosen took into consideration factors such as 
the development stage of the platform, the development 
stage of the idea, the number of people interested, and the 
type of opportunities surfaced and mapped at that point.

Project incubation type Characteristics

Kickstart
Platform is newly launched - there is no current participatory activity. Team kickstarts 
incubation process with a known successful project model e.g. Trade School barter for 
knowledge, in order to invite participation, create first experiences and opportunities 
to build relationships.

Design
Platform becoming more embedded locally. Increasing number of of relationships 
being built and opportunities being mapped. Elements of known participatory 
projects are recombined with existing local activities with common goals, connecting 
elements in new ways and designing new participatory projects.

Co-design
High levels of interest in specific potential projects or themes that become apparent 
through regular team developmental evaluation. Potential initiators are invited to a 
workshop to scope potential and design project together.

Co-build
An individual or small group has a core idea but it is has been designed for the 
current system. It needs re-design in order to align with the design principles of a 
participatory platform project. Team works together closely with individual or group 
to build and prototype.

Support
Individual or small group has a core idea already. It needs support infrastructure to 
prototype. The initiators have prior knowledge of participatory project models and 
platform thinking. Team works together lightly with individual or group to support 
prototype and development of the idea.

“It’s far more empowering. You are 
not just giving your opinion, which 
could be drowned in a pile of paper 
and never acted on. It is you going out 
there with your ideas and your two 
hands, and making change happen.”

Participant

BUILDING THE OPEN WORKS PLATFORM
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Designing a strategy with Theory of 
Change and Developmental Evaluation

Methods suited to complexity

Systems change innovation is dynamic and complex - 
involving a fast pace, many people, emerging strategies 
and collective learning. 

Traditional planning and evaluation methods are more suited 
to projects where there is a high degree of predictability - 
often creating a sequence of inputs, outputs, outcomes and 
dated milestones. But if you are innovating systems change 
you need to take advantage of emergent opportunities, 
respond to new insights in real time as the project develops, 
and take into account key learning that takes place informally 
during conversation.

The team used both Theory of Change (ToC) and 
Developmental Evaluation (DE) as tools for planning and 
strategy design. The Theory of Change emerged in more 
detail as elements were tested and found to be feasible or 
not, aided by 6 weekly cycles of developmental evaluation 
to draw collective insight, assess progress, analyse and 
codify elements.

Theory of Change
Theory of Change (ToC) was used as a planning methodology 
and project design tool. It was originally developed by the 
Aspen Institute in response to difficulties in designing and 
evaluating change programmes operating in dynamic social 
contexts.

ToC is a planning method, working backwards from an end 
point or desired outcomes, breaking down a larger change 
process into mini-steps, and describing the pre-conditions 
required for each stage to be successful.

The team didn’t move on to the next stage until the 
preconditions were met, and we were able to progress with a
higher confidence of success.

Developmental Evaluation
Developmental Evaluation was designed to move the primary 
focus of evaluation away from programme impact to systems 
impact.

Systems are generally complex, dynamic and non-linear. 
Evaluations are traditionally based on a logic model, with 
a fixed plan, and a clear, linear chain of cause and effect. 
They often use an external evaluator to make a judgement 
on success against those pre-determined outcomes. This is 
a summative approach which causes a mismatch between 
the evaluation methodology and the project development 
methodology.

Broadly speaking, there are three evaluation approaches, 
and the lifecycle and context of an initiative, determine 
which one to use:

1. Developmental
Initiative is innovating and in development
Exploring - creating - emerging

• Implementers are experimenting with different 
approaches and activities.

• There is a degree of uncertainty about what will work 
and how.

• New questions, challenges, opportunities, successes 
and activities continue to emerge.

2. Formative
Initiative is forming and under refinement
Improving - enhancing - standardising

• Core elements of the initiative are taking shape; 
implementers continue to make improvements.

• Outcomes are becoming more predictable.
• The context is increasingly well-known and understood.

3. Summative
Initiative is stabilising and well-established
Established - mature - predictable

• The initiative’s activities are well-established and are 
not changing.

• Implementers have significant experience and an 
increasing amount of certainty about “what works”.

• The initiative is ready for a determination of merit, value 
or significance.

SUMMATIVE EVALUATION

FORMATIVE EVALUATION

Traditional evaluation: a linear approach

Developmental evaluation / Mintzberg diagram: non-linear and emergent

Original diagram by Ricardo Wilson-Grau@inter.nl.net Inspired by Jeff Conklin, cognexus.org

Vision

Time

Inputs

Idea Intended strategy

Best plan of what you 
think will work based on 
what you know currently

Deliberate strategy

Parts of the plan that work 
as intended and so are 
continued and developed

Plus emergent strategy

New parts of the plan 
that are developed and 
incorporated as new 
knowledge is gained and 
new opportunities emerge 
during implementation

Unrealised strategy

Parts of the plan that 
don’t work as you had 
assumed or intended and 
are therefore stopped or 
altered

Realised strategy

A combination of your 
initial theory and intended 
strategy plus emergent 
opportunities and insights 
that could only be learned 
during implementation

Activities

Outputs

Outcomes

Impact

Plan
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Collaborative civic branding

The Collaborative Branding concept was an idea that 
the team had been working on for a while on different 
participatory projects.

Early conversations with the Lambeth Council communication 
lead recognised that a new approach needed to be tested 
in The Open Works prototype. The challenge was how to 
introduce a new approach alongside the established and 
consistent approach already used by Lambeth Council.

As the team had experience in this area, they were given 
permission to control this aspect of the project. During the 
12 months of prototyping, the ability and freedom to develop 
both a platform brand for the project, and identities for the 
individual projects, was a key component to the project’s 
success. 

Platform branding

A handful of interesting branding examples reinforced the 
concept that branding for a platform was important. 

• OCAD University in Canada designed its new logo as a 
frame for student’s work. The image in the box changes 
and includes student’s art pieces.

• The designers of a new town brand for Shrewsbury 
included some DIY elements, simple tools and stamps 
that shop keepers could adopt on products across the 
town to show that they were connected.

• Canada’s new branding took elements from their national 
flag to create a simple icon which would be used across 
all their media for instant recognition.

• In Rotterdam, a photography project created an outdoor 
billboard exhibition of hundreds of local groups - seeing 
a single platform to surface and reveal elements of civic 
activity that is largely hidden.

• Projects that fall into the general description of 
‘participatory culture’ have also been breaking the rules. 
For example Trade School is an open brand, where the 
name stays consistent for the many projects across the 
world, but each project designs their own logo. Sunday 
Soup project goes even further, with only the underlying 
model remaining consistent (food based micro-granting), 
and new project instances change both the name and 
the identity.

Controlling a traditional brand

The reality is that for organisations that act as platforms where 
success is co-produced through the efforts of many people, 
only the central identity can be controlled. Furthermore, the 
brand itself is created not simply through that central identity, 
but is made up of all the decisions, actions and identities of 
the members that co-produce the project, organisation or 
network. This is also true of member organisations in general.

Co-production of outcomes, co-production of the 
branding

As The Open Works moved towards a more co-produced 
model of achieving social outcomes, the need for the 
branding to reflect that reality became clear. Lambeth 
Council, although leading the project, did not adopt their 
regular communication practices in this case, in favour of 
exploring an innovative approach to collaborative branding. 

The Open Works logo itself was designed by the Lambeth 
Council design team, but from that point on The Open Works 
team designed and produced all the logos, websites and print 
materials. Acting as a platform to boost the communication 
around collective efforts, the council branding was subsumed 
initially in order create the space for the platform brand and 
project identities to emerge. Although it was clearly stated 
that it was a Lambeth Council project - from the vinyls in the 
shop window, to the exhibition, website and onwards, the 
organisational logo wasn’t used. Instead, a collaborative 
brand was created that allowed for the emergence of a 
growing stable of micro-identities.

Rotterdam Zuiderlingen - 8155 local
group portraits exhibited outdoors

New branding for OCAD University - making a frame for others work

Canada’s branding - identifiable icons

Trade Schools worldwide 
share name and model - 
design their own logos

Sunday Soup worldwide 
share only the model - 
design their own names 
and logos

Shrewsbury town shared branding and DIY adoption 
tools
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Collaborative civic branding

A central platform brand

The central platform identity served as a unifying brand 
which told a collective narrative with a common mission: local 
residents collaborating for a sustainable future.

The unifying branding enabled individual projects to share this 
common mission, but also helped to reinforce the sense that 
all the projects formed an interconnected, interdependent 
ecology, from which residents could choose opportunites 
to participate in. This is in contrast to the traditional local 
noticeboard. Although they remain commonly used and in 
the public affection, they are often a visually confused array 
of posters and flyers, highlighting the fragmentation of local 
projects who struggle to gain attention and participation, 
competing against each other for resources, funds and 
participants.

The team’s previous research, working with many community 
groups around the country, found that many people 
expressed frustration that their regular promotional efforts 
were becoming less successful than they had been in the 
past,  mainly flyers and posters. Most groups attribute this 
to two main problems. Firstly, that they are competing for 
people’s time and attention not only with other local group 
activity - but also with the internet and mainstream media. 
Secondly, that they often didn’t have the necessary design 
skills to compete successfully with consumer promotions.

Participatory culture projects however, had been approaching 
communications rather differently and were finding a 
lighter, brighter and more contemporary design approach 
more effective in attracting interest and participation. It 
was this approach that The Open Works adopted for its 
communications. The project was testing not only the appeal 
of small individual projects but also the public response to 
the idea of a more participatory culture - for co-producing a 
positive future. As discussed in previous sections, this idea 
would require a lot of people to be involved to be viable, and 
branding and communications proved to be an important 
part of achieving that goal in the Year 1 testing period.

The response from participants was very positive,  with many 
people noting the design as a reason for early participation. 
As people from different  age groups, cultures and classes can 

perceive design slightly differently, it is worth understanding 
this aspect better. As part of effective practice, marketing 
professionals test responses to promotions through A/B split 
testing to ensure that their perception research is effective, 
and this could be done in future projects with larger budgets.

The original projection for participants  for The Open Works 
was thought to be very ambitious at 600.  The final number 
was over 1000 and one of the conclusions drawn from this was 
that the branding and communications worked extremely 
well for this prototype.

The platform brand was present in all media:

The shop
The micro-site (approximately 40,000 page views)
The project flyers
Open to the Public, Festival of Ideas (270 people)
The newspapers, circulated to 5,000 households
Twitter & Facebook

Individual project identities

A very light approach was adopted and each project had 
their own rapidly produced logo. They were predominately 
created by the team members who had design skills, often 
overnight, using cheap and easily accessible elements from 
graphic design sites.

As explained in the platform analysis, the speed with which 
project ideas were taken from initial conversations to live 
testing was very fast, so as not to let enthusiasm subside.

The fact that the team could act with this level of speed was 
key to the overall success of the project - and is in contrast to 
the seriousness usually adopted over the question of logos, 
frequently a process lasting weeks or months. In The Open 
Works context of participation, speed trumped the idea of 
logos needing to be perfect.

The logos designed and used for the project are shown on 
the following pages.

The Open Works micro-website promoted the projects as a collective - with a cohesive central mission.

The shop front was a visual platform for all the projects, with many flyers using a common template to create interest. The 
shop displays were changed frequently.

Two newspapers were produced in that last 6 months of the project. By that stage there were sufficient projects to enable 
collective promotion.
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Sharing communal 
meals

Intergenerational 
play

Working together 
at Public Office

Sewing, repairing 
and making

Planting the Open 
Orchard

Sharing skills and 
knowledge

Building a 
collective shop

Parents sharing skills 
through Baby Works

Sharing equipment 
& resources

Making, building 
and testing

Public bees and 
chickens

Batch cooking 
together

OUT  
IN 

THE 
OPEN
A 6 week season of 50 

public participation 
opportunities

All these activities are free and open to everyone.  
They are made possible by local residents coming 
together to share their ideas, time and skills, 
sometimes recipe ingredients and tools, for mutual 
community benefit.

Taken together, and with all the enthusiastic spirit and 
projects that already exist in West Norwood, this 
vibrant and welcoming network of practical 
participation opportunities are helping to create an 
optimistic vision of the future - making it a place 
where everyone’s contributions are important and 
vital - and the many benefits are mutual and shared.

These projects create new opportunities to learn, 
make and share; collectively save money and 
environmental resources; repair, design and make 
useful things, important for everyday life, in shared 
functional spaces, with newly made friends. They 
include opportunities to plant and care for bee friendly 
micro-gardens and a network of Open Orchards, as 
well  as creating new ways for families to support one 
another and home workers to spend helpful and 
productive time together.

We hope to welcome many new people, both 
individuals and families (and their many new ideas), 
during the 6-week season of project activities.

THE 
OPEN 
WORKS

An inspiring network of 
resident-led opportunities to 
help build a collaborative 
future in West Norwood - 
with benefits for all.

18 January - 28 February 2015   



Civic Proficiency

Many different skills are needed for participatory projects 
including both formal training and informal and practical skills. 
Civic Proficiency includes, but goes wider than, traditional 
health and safety or insurance requirements. It recognises 
talents people have that are useful, for example being able 
to host and welcome, take photographs, fix bikes, translate 
between languages, or use social media. 

Residents with ideas are currently often asked to organise 
their own insurance to cover public liability, complete risk 
assessments, arrange and pay for training. This is intended 
to keep people safe, and it is important to be responsible. 
The current system, however, puts the burden onto residents, 
and often requires a level of experience or skill and a long 
time to complete. This can be a slow process which dampens 
enthusiasm, and sometimes prevents ideas from being 
realised. 

The platform uses processes which are lighter, and are 
intended to normalise participation while being responsible. 
Public liability insurance for The Open Works activities was 
covered as an extension of the Council policy. 

Certain Civic Proficiencies were compulsory, depending on 
the project and the space being used. For example food 
hygiene for the Great Cook session leads; DBS checks for 
Start Here mentors working regularly with young people; 
first aid for the HQ team; or workshop safety for maker 
space users. PAT testing was an unexpected Civic Proficiency 
that was needed for the Library of Things to test donated 
electrical items. 

Everyone who joined as a member was invited to a welcome 
and induction session which included a tour of the space, an 
explanation of safety features (fire extinguishers, exits), and 
shared space use protocols (help yourself to tea and coffee, 
use the equipment storage boxes). Everyone was then an 
inducted host using a shared space together as peers. The 
HQ was not a serviced space with a hierarchy of staff and 
residents, but a shared, flat, innovation space where everyone 
was welcome. 

The badges helped people to self identify their skills, 
provided a talking point, and created a sense of fun around 
a topic normally seen as a burden. Any skills can be added 
as projects develop creating a growing set of proficiencies.
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Lambeth Council and Civic Systems Lab formed The Open 
Works team to build a live prototype participatory system.

Lambeth Council and Civic Systems Lab both wanted to 
develop their work to the next level and recognised the 
potential of working together to test their ideas in a real 
world context. Lambeth Council wanted to develop the 
concept of the ‘cooperative council’ into concrete new 
practices and Civic Systems Lab wanted to test the concept 
that ‘participation culture’ could form part of a new means 
of transforming places. 

A number of new experimental ‘labs’ have emerged in recent 
years. Many have been asking where a lab should be located 
within an overall system. The location is seen to be important 
for ensuring that innovation is driven through effectively 
and is not suppressed or skewed with the prevailing cultural 
norms. In government these norms are largely established 
to work towards efficiency and standardisation, rather than 
being geared towards experimentation and innovation. Many 
policy labs are in fact part of government departments, and 
independent labs are relatively new, so there was no existing 
blueprint to follow when the two organisations decided to 
create a working partnership. 

Lambeth Council had at the time been incorporating 
specialist expertise into their work by using a process of 
flexible contracts, and it was through this means that the 
Civic Systems Lab team became Lambeth Council staff for 
the duration of the project to form a single team alongside 
full time staff.

Neither organisation had worked in this way before. One 
of the challenges the team had to work to overcome were 
differences in working culture, development tools, and 
knowledge bases.

A great deal of pre-work had been done to develop The 
Open Works platform model, and the majority of this time 
and thought was focused on shaping the strategy through 
meetings in the local community and within the council. As a 
result, the infrastructure components for co-creating projects 
and ventures with residents were well developed and put 
into place before starting. 

Developing a new set of internal infrastructures to support 
a local government team working in a new way would be a 
practical next step - to mirror the ones developed to make 

it easier for residents to innovate. Internal elements would 
include: building a strong team culture before starting, 
discussing and agreeing decision-making processes, 
developing a thorough understanding of the strategy, training 
on new participation practice, and establishing clarity on 
roles and skills.

In The Open Works’ first year, much of what the project 
needed in terms of team roles, time and organisation was 
not known at the beginning. But it became clear that good 
team organisation mattered a great deal to the progress of 
the project.

Building a prototype which changed a set of infrastructures 
to encourage a new participation culture was a very complex 
task, and one which required a change of thinking about the 
Council’s role and innovations of practice on many different 
levels. 

The fact that there would be challenges that needed design 
attention was entirely predictable.  It was inevitable that this 
would create a push and pull effect as the project tried to 
drive through innovations of practice.

Adaptions were made as the platform developed, for 
example, in month two a number of additional people 
joined the team as the growing membership and project 
development demands had stretched the capacity of the 
original team. These additions included several people 
joining the project on a one day a week basis. Having a much 
larger team unwittingly created a disproportionately high 
overhead of communication and learning, which decreased 
the progress of system building and project development. 

By month four the demands and dynamics of the project 
were better understood and the team was rationalised and 
re-organised to support the work better. It was decided 
that the project needed a smaller core immersive team to 
develop projects. The communication and learning became 
more ambient within the team and did not require as much 
catching up every week, and the process of developing 
projects picked up speed again.

Building a local government + Lab team
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Design vs decision making

The design process involved in incubating projects and 
building the platform meant that the team were constantly 
designing, sometimes as part of structured meetings using 
mapping techniques, sometimes as daily exchanges across 
the table. At its best this design process can be a fluid and 
exciting creative process. With a mixed lab team, it might 
sometimes feel like a clunkier exchange of opinions and 
decision making. These differences of perspective will require 
team members to question their assumptions - which can 
lead to valuable insights and an improved quality of thinking.  

Recommendations 

• Discuss and agree decision-making processes before 
you move the project into the field. Don’t assume that 
people from different organisations make decisions in 
the same way. 

• Discuss and agree different decision making processes 
for different elements of the project. Reaching a 
consensus or voting may be helpful for some elements. 
However people with domains of specialist expertise 
should be responsible for making certain decisions 
without consensus – discuss and agree which domains 
and decisions these are. 

• Make time to ensure an open process of decision-making 
in the team. 

• Stick to your agreed processes. Review the processes 
regularly to check if they are working as intended – which 
should ultimately be to design the project effectively, 
make the best possible decisions and enhance team 
relationships.

Project development vs project management 

Building a new system using emerging ideas and opportunities 
is essentially a construction process and requires project 
development methods. This involves constant cycles of 
drawing together conversations. Importantly the emerging 
opportunities and connections that are surfaced are 
unpredictable and cannot be controlled in these types 
of projects. Residents might have an enthusiastic first 
conversation, but take several meetings to develop an idea. 
These growing ideas can be energised and accelerated with 
the team’s support, but they should not be pressured.

Other types of initiative find project management methods 
more appropriate – specifically situations where the time and 
processes are well established, predictable and controllable. 

Recommendations

• Build in time to increase the whole team’s understanding, 
skills and confidence in different project development 
processes.

• Theory of Change and Developmental Evaluation were 
two planning tools which were used in place of project 
management. See page 230.

• Create many intermediate planning documents. 
Schedules, process maps and theory of change diagrams, 
even temporary versions that only last a few days are 
invaluable. These ‘work in progress’ documents help to 
map and guide the process and make progress visible to 
everyone in the team and ensure the strategy continues 
to be designed and executed.

Building a local government + Lab team

Building a strong team vs a collection of people 

The demands of developing and building a live prototype 
require that a particular set of skills needs to be carefully 
assembled. Key high level capabilities are essential, such as 
interpersonal skills, learning mindsets, flexibility, creativity and 
drive, as well as a combination of transferable and specialist 
knowledge bases. 

Within most organisations there exists a hierarchy of tasks, 
with people working on strategy and reporting often in 
more senior posts than people working ‘the front line’. 
The Open Works challenged these preset assumptions by 
requiring a willingness, from all team members, to work on 
a wide range of tasks. These tasks ranged from washing up, 
to hosting projects, to designing, to thinking through high 
level strategy. This arrangement is vital in creating the flat 
structure that is key to making a fully collaborative co-design 
and co-production process possible – not just between the 
platform team, but with citizens and other local organisations. 
The team dynamic and the physical HQ shop, needs to be a 
space where top down and bottom up lose their meaning. 

Some people may find this new set of behaviours a challenge, 
but many people find that it is an enjoyable and effective 
way to work.

Not all team members need to have every skill - but there 
are some key specialist pieces of knowledge that everyone 
needs to know in order to develop strategies and innovative 
participatory culture projects collaboratively.

Recommendations

• Assemble a team through an open invitation and 
application process. Select team members according 
to the skills and capabilities required by the project.

• Put in place structured learning processes that include 
both on the job experiential learning and more traditional 
training sessions prior to and during the programme. 

Early sharing about the project vs working under the radar

Innovating in a live situation creates a dilemma around when 
and how to update other people in the organisation about 
progress – especially on longer projects. Often people 
expect that coherent understandings can be shared, even 
early in the project. The reality is that if you are working on 
a highly innovative project you are unlikely to understand it 
fully, or be able to communicate what you are doing until 
well into the project, and sometimes not until the research 
analysis and codifying process is complete. Setting up 
realistic expectations, finding out good points to introduce 
updates and producing well thought through materials is 
important to maintain support and to ensure the internal 
narrative remains positive.

External updates on the learning, such as blog posts or public 
diaries, should also be carefully thought through. Writing 
too much too early, drawing conclusions on too little data 
and analysis which may later prove to be wrong, should be 
avoided if possible.

Recommendations

• Build internal sharing into the schedule – allocate time 
to spend on this. Some of these updates could draw on 
the 6-weekly developmental evaluation reports.

• Update senior management one-to-one. Without regular 
updates, senior leaders won’t have a clear ongoing 
understanding of the work and how to support it. 
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Recognising your Emotional Arc during a project

Extract from Make Space - How to Set the Stage for Creative 
Collaboration by Scott Doorley & Scott Witthoft, on their 
experiences over five years at D.School at Stanford University. 

“The arc of space design process rivals that of any fictional 
drama. Hopes and dreams hang in the balance. Fear and 
excitement battle for the upper hand. It can be largely 
frustrating or quite exciting, depending on how you choose 
to experience it. As you progress, you will likely encounter the
following phenomena.“

1. A sense of excitement and endless possibility. An 
idea or discovery arrives shiny and new, without the scuff 
marks inherent in the process of bringing it to fruition. 
The sense of potential is empowering, yet rarely realistic. 
Enjoy this part as it happens, but not so much that you 
are afraid to let it go.

2. Overwhelming complexity. As soon as you dig into 
the space, you’ll uncover a seemingly endless pile of 
emotional and logistic factors simultaneously at play. 
This is quicksand. When you are in this territory, focus on 
doing. Keep your eyes open for inspiration and direction 
away from the soup of complexity.

3. Unifying insights. These are moments of clarity when 
you feel you’ve got it all figured out. They are the siren 
songs: glorious but potentially derailing.

4. Complete loss of confidence. What was I thinking? I 
can’t do this. You can, and in fact, you are doing it. This 
feeling is mostly useless, although it may signal that you 
should enlist some help to tackle a specific task.

5. The brutal realities of implementation. Almost 
everything you do will take longer than you think because 
there is a lot to consider than is apparent. Have the 
strength to stand up for the right things and the wisdom 
to let go of the meaningless bits.

6. Completion. It’s done! Enjoy the sense of accomplishment. 
You many also experience some post part malaise. Do 
take time to celebrate your accomplishment and reflect 
on your process.

Recommendations

Understand the emotional arc of an innovation project 
Working on innovation projects is both exciting and nerve 
wracking - more so if they are as public as The Open Works. 
On the facing page is an extract from Make Space which 
describes some of the feelings that emerge during a project 
of this kind. Inexperience of working in uncertain and open-
ended situations amplifies the feeling of risk. Understanding 
the effects of these inevitable ups and downs is key to 
weathering the cycles of feeling energised and overwhelmed 
- individually and as a team.

Give the team the support they need
Once selected make sure the team has proper support - they 
will be doing very demanding work.

• Ensure clear lines of communicaton and accountability. 
• Check in regularly with the team to ensure they have 

the resources and support they need - including further 
specialist expertise.

• Share the sense of risk, ensuring that team members 
don’t feel too exposed. 

• Encourage people from all levels of the organisation to 
visit the project and find out more about it first hand.

Ensure the team is responsible and accountable
Working with flat structures to ensure collaboration and co-
production can prove a very novel experience. This should 
not be mistaken for a laid back approach - system building 
requires discipline. 

Team members will need to adopt new behaviours that 
balance flat working methods, mutual respect and high 
levels of responsibility. A strong team culture should support 
these behaviours. 

Team members need to act responsibly and be accountable 
to one another, to the residents they are working with, and 
to the existing organisational processes. This should be 
discussed and agreed prior to the project starting in the field. 

Be realistic, sometimes you have to prioritise 
The recommendations outlined include many of the lessons 
that were learnt during The Open Works. Many of them are 
essential for the successful construction of a participatory 
ecosystem and the wellbeing of the team. However they all 
take resource and time, and sometimes you will be forced 

to prioritise. When you do, keep an eye on what you are de-
prioritising. Very often learning or taking care of the team 
will be de-prioritised in favour of the immediate urgencies 
of events or print deadlines and if this happens too often it 
could result in problems further along the line.

Risks to maintaining momentum
Momentum is the fuel for the project. It requires energy and a 
very disciplined approach to execute a strategy well enough 
to build the momentum in the first place, and it can be lost 
surprisingly quickly. Below are some specific factors which 
can effect building and maintaining the necessary energy:

• Team not functioning well
A team not working together effectively or not spending 
enough time in the same space puts a high time burden 
on ‘catch up’ communications and not enough time 
developing projects.

• Projects not being developed quickly enough
This risks energy and enthusiasm dissipating before 
a critical mass is achieved. Lack of on the ground 
experience leads to difficulty converting the strategy 
into tangible activities. 

• Insufficient time
Not being allocated sufficient time or dealing with 
competing priorities reduces effectiveness.

• Motivation
Out of hours activities are integral to the project and 
cannot be avoided.

• Knowledge gaps
Not enough understanding of new forms of participation 
risks team members missing opportunities or developing 
projects which replicate existing modes instead (see 
page 38).

• Missing infrastructures
All the infrastructure elements need to be in place 
before the project launches to avoid the risk of stalling, 
slowing project development or having to stop and 
re-boot, missing opportunities and losing commitment 
and goodwill. 

Building a local government + Lab team



Methods

• Project incubation process - recombining assets and 
opportunities

• Theory of Change planning - strategy based on necessary 
pre-conditions for success

• Developmental Evaluation - embedded in the team, 
able to help draw collective insight

• Emerging strategy design - incorporating new knowledge 
and steering the overall project in real time

• Opportunity mapping - collective digital and physical 
mapping of skills, spaces, and existing activities

• Creative process - ability to combine ideas and knowledge 
in novel ways

Knowledge

• Participatory models - detailed knowledge of project 
models and comparison with current participation 
approaches

• Service knowledge / front line experience - drawing on 
experience of working with people in various professions 
will help build the mini-labs

People skills

• Partnership building - connections and relationships 
with local organisations and businesses, funding bodies, 
community groups

• Network weaving - ability to make deliberate and 
meaningful introductions between people

• Membership building - inviting people to join, introducing 
them to the project, welcoming and inductions

• Hosting - encouraging people to share ideas and 
participate

Logistical skills

• Health and safety - meeting legal requirements, 
organising insurance, signing off on induction information

• Civic Proficiency - organising formal training and surfacing 
informal skills

• Space negotiation - contracts and space use agreements

• Budgetary control - tracking and managing expenditure

Expertise

• Graphics and branding - create overall civic brand and 
stable of project logos, plus diagrams and graphics to 
aid communication

• Communication - clear, positive, conversational style for 
newsletters and social media

• Digital - designing digital infrastructure for data capture, 
sharing outcomes, showing opportunities to participate 
(see page 88)

• Space set up - design and fit out a range of locations 
including HQ, retail shops, dining rooms, maker spaces, 
gardens

• Database - design and management of data capture

• Measurements - designing what data to capture to inform 
strategy and evidence outcomes

• Language support - translations and inclusivity

• Equalities - expertise on ways to ensure inclusivity across 
cultures, ages, economic backgrounds, physical locations

• Training - design and delivery of formal training 
workshops on emerging practice

• Learning frameworks - pedagogy expertise and methods 
to ensure progression of team and participants

Team skills
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Resident perceptions of Lambeth Council from The 
Open Works

At the end of the live phase, 107 people were interviewed 
about their experiences. One of the questions was: Has 
taking part in The Open Works changed your perception of 
Lambeth Council?

The majority of responses (54% of coded comments) reported 
a positive opinion about Lambeth Council doing innovative 
work. Key words mentioned include - visionary, courageous, 
progressive, experimental, new, and relevant.

Some responses mentioned that it was particularly impressive 
not to revert to business as usual given current austerity 
measures, that it should be rolled out wider, and that it proved 
the concept of Co-op Council was more than just rhetoric.

“I’m impressed Lambeth have been that forward thinking 
which has made me feel optimistic about this part of London. 
You know that Lambeth is ahead of the other boroughs which 
is fantastic.”

“I think it is brilliant that they’re supporting things like this, 
and really needed. It seems that they’re really progressive 
and looking to innovate, which I think is rare for a council.” 

15% of coded comments were more neutral, stating no 
change in opinion due to The Open Works. Some noted 
that they hadn’t been involved long enough to change their 
opinion, they had had a good opinion anyway, or that they 
hadn’t directly connected The Open Works to Lambeth 
Council.

15% of coded comments showed a more nuanced support 
of the work - reporting that while The Open Works had a 
positive influence on their opinion of Lambeth, it didn’t 
apply across the whole Council. People mentioned less 
positive experiences in other areas in the borough, with 
other departments or at other times. 

“I’ve lived in Lambeth a long time and the council can be 
difficult and slightly awkward. But when I was part of The 
Open Works they were really good and really useful. After 
having spent time with the team I could see that Lambeth 
really were trying to properly engage, not just saying it.”

Council staff perceptions of working on The Open Works

At the end of the prototype all team members were 
interviewed. Their insights, both critical and positive have 
been incorporated into the recommendations in this section.

There were differing levels of enjoyment reported by those 
working on The Open Works. The interviews also revealed a 
correlation between time spent on the project, and levels of 
support for the work. The more closely involved people were 
with The Open Works, the more they understood the project. 

Below are some of the direct reflections from staff, on working 
differently with residents and the role of the council.

“Working with people in a positive way and allowing staff to 
behave in a real way.”

“It is real and not pretentious.”

“The Open Works is a new and different way of working and 
we need to do more of this.”

“The Open Works is a resource to enable people…not us 
doing to.”

Council team members talked of new ways of working and 
the council’s role being to seed, facilitate and support it - and  
how the council can create the conditions for collaborative 
projects and ventures which create whole community 
outcomes and benefits. Interviewees reported how The 
Open Works had created a growing network of residents 
and professionals with shared experiences of creating and 
participating in collaborative projects.

On a personal level team members reflected on what they
had gained through working on The Open Works: 

• Practical experience
• Increased skills
• Increased confidence
• A chance to do real stuff
• Developing projects within communities
• Experience to evidence core values
• The Civic Incubator was considered to be an excellent 

programme

“I wouldn’t even expect Lambeth to be involved 
in The Open Works.

The general feeling that everyone has about 
councils is that you just call them up to sort out 
payments or the streets. You don’t really feel 
that they have much of an understanding, or if 
they even want to really understand the people 
and what people are looking for.

But that they’re willing to invest in these things, 
yes it’s changed my opinion completely. I know 
it’s a ‘coop council’ but this is probably the biggest 
thing they’ve done and had the biggest impact 
on the local area.”

Participant

Perception of The Open Works
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Inventing innovation prototypes vs developing a new
way for a local authority to work with citizens

When considering the challenges around team issues, it is 
important not to confuse the demands of inventing a change 
process and accompanying infrastructures with how a local 
authority might work with residents long-term in new ways.

It is envisioned that once the processes and infrastructures
are designed and tested, that running a platform and building 
a participatory ecosystem in the future will become much 
more straightforward. The stresses of working on innovation 
projects is well known, but from The Open Works experience 
the sense is that innovating in a whole system way is even 
more demanding - but also incredibly exciting as results of 
the strategy started to be seen.

Scaling this participatory system beyond its initial Year 1 
building could see different team dynamics emerging. In The 
Open Works instance the prototype was financed through 
the council, the team was a collaboration with Lambeth 
Council and Civic Systems Lab. If starting a participatory 
system building project from scratch elsewhere there are 
many different options for team structure that could work 
well with the emerging new models for collective investment 
and value creation. It is anticipated that the development of 
the central platform, and the growth of mini-platforms and 
project-based networks as the system scales, should see 
more local residents get involved in paid positions, as their 
commitment exceeds expectations of everyday participation. 
The idea of the platform being managed by people living and 
investing in the area makes good sense long term. After Year 
1, there were indications  that several people had developed 
a passion for the work and indicated through their interviews 
that they would like more involvement, either as participating 
citizens, or as full time platform organisers.

We would anticipate that the ideal team structure for 
developing a participatory platform would be made up of 
people from the local authority, people with participation 
platform buiding expertise (such as Civic Systems Lab) 
and local people - selected and trained as described in 
this section. Although the change in government - citizen 
relationships has been key to developing The Open Works, 
local authorities may not be the only people wishing to 
initiate place transformation through scaling up participation. 
Housing associations, foundations, or other leads such as 
Public Health may prove to be enthusiastic investors financially, 
and they may also become the platform building initiators. 

The role of councillors
 
The role of councillors in building and supporting a 
participatory ecosystem offers enormous potential for 
innovation. In Year 1 this was relatively unexplored due to 
demands of the project and the changing context.

Councillors were invited to take part, but at the points where 
more strategic involvement might have been timely, the 
political context was changing, first with elections and then 
by senior members of the team at Lambeth Council leaving, 
namely the Chief Executive and Director of Policy, who had 
both spearheaded the The Open Works project.

Considering the potential role of councillors in a changed 
landscape - one with a high level of practical participation 
and increased benefits being experienced from widespread 
co-production - the factors below might come into play:

• Local councillors make enormous time commitments 
to their roles. Research shows that on average they 
spend 23 hours per week on councillor/political business. 
How might they find time to get involved in supporting 
participatory activity unless the platform became integral 
to what they currently do?

• The model in which councillors operate is a representative 
one - and they are already participating in society 
themselves. This representative model is based on the 
principle of councillors advocating and making decisions 
on behalf of local residents. How will a councillor-led 
practice evolve for new ways of achieving outcomes, 
through participatory means, as well as through 
commissioning services and programmes?

• The methods of building a participatory ecology share 
several similarities to what councillors do to some degree 
already: surfacing and connecting ideas and resources 
on a very local level. Would many councillors embrace 
a participatory support structure to boost their efforts?

• The relationship between local councillors and council 
staff can be a mixed one. How could a platform approach, 
with a flatter interpersonal dynamic become a vehicle 
for improved collaboration between councillors and 
staff — as well as with residents?

Changing roles at local level
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254



Resources

Year 1 of The Open Works was essential to the development 
of the model and the practice. The charts here show the 
proportion of expenses and time spent in that first year. 

It is a useful indication for replication and developing into 
years 2 and 3. However there are now developed projects and 
methods which can be adopted and adapted immediately 
for subsequent years. 

Costs of developing the platform

1. People and expertise
At 81% of the overall budget, the most significant cost to 
The Open Works was the time of the professionals involved 
in developing and running the platform. Lambeth Council 
invested in innovating and learning experience for their 
policy team. Civic Systems Lab brought their expertise in 
system design and new participatory practice. This is matched 
by the largest proportion of time at 69% being spent on 
planning and design, project development and learning and 
evaluation - activities which require high time commitment 
from a core project team.

2. Functional spaces
Hiring and fitting out spaces was key to attracting people 
and developing practical projects. 10% of the budget was 
spent on hiring and fitting out underused spaces to be 
attractive and functional to a new range of activities. And 6% 
of the team’s time was used to maintain the space ongoing 
including different room set ups, or changing window displays 
and wall exhibitions.

3. Communication
14% of the team’s time and 3% of the budget was spent 
on recruiting members and communicating regularly with 
participants. This took the form of email newsletters, websites 
and social media (no cost, but required time to design 
and maintain) and printed materials including exhibitions, 
posters, flyers and the newspapers. As with all new projects, 
particularly ones where the majority of people have not 
experienced it before, there is a burden on raising awareness, 
encouraging participation, sharing the wider vision, and 
increasing levels of comprehension around new ideas.

4. Project equipment
The projects were built largely using existing opportunities, 
and relied on collective skills and resources from a large 
number of people. As such the spend on project equipment 
was proportionally very small at 2% of the overall budget. 
But it was crucial to the success of the platform. Each project 
needed a few pieces of key equipment to get started which 
the team was able to purchase immediately to maintain 
momentum, covered by a small projects budget under the 
control of the project development team.

5. Administration
There was a cost associated with formal training aspects for 
the team, and the Civic Proficiency for participants. 1% of 
the over all budget covered Food Hygiene, First Aid, PAT 
testing, and health and safety requirements. 11% of the team’s 
time was spent on administrative and organisational tasks 
associated with running the platform including membership 
administration, inputing data, managing email databases, 
keeping track of costs, formal training, or dealing with 
contracts.

External investment in The Open Works

Civic Systems Lab (CSL) brought part of the grant that 
they had been given from Lankelly Chase Foundation into 
The Open Works project. This grant was to research Civic 
Systems Lab work across a number of their projects that 
aimed to begin building the evidence base for participatory 
approaches to system change.

Project development 27%

Research and evaluation 3%

Space management / fit out 6%

Staff 81%

The Open Works 
- proportion of costs in year 1

Cost Breakdown

Time Breakdown

The Open Works 
- proportion of time spent in year 1

Strategy and planning 27%

Communications 3%

Communications 7%

Space hire and fit out 10%

Evaluation and learning 15%

Membership recruitment 7%

Project equipment 2%

Finance / budgets 5%

Training 1%

Admin 4%

Team training (first aid, food hygiene etc) 2%
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Project Directory

Page Project Infographic Outcomes Chart Scaling Projection

260 001 Trade School

270 002 The Great Cook

280 003 Potluck Suppers

288 004 Start Here

296 005 BeamBlock

298 006 Bzz Garage

308 007 Library of Things

318 008 The Joinery

320 009 Festival of Ideas

326 010 Open Orchard

336 011 Rock Paper Scissors

346 012 The Stitch

356 013 Out in the Open 

360 014 Civic Incuabator

370 015 Play Works

372 016 Play Street

374 017 Department of Tinkerers

378 018 Collaborative Childcare

380 019 Public Office

386 020 West Norwood Soup

Over the course of one year at The Open Works HQ, 20 
projects were initiated and prototyped.

Each project is documented here in detail to give the reader 
an idea of the day to day activities of the project development 
team in the HQ, the individual components and development 
path of the projects, and the experiences of the participants 
co-building the ecosystem. This level of detail is also included 

Project key

Development – refers to the method of project incubation 
used (see p220 for more detail on the incubation method 
typology).

Commitment – refers to the level of commitment from 
participants the various participation opportunities offer 
or require. For example the Civic Incubator was a regular, 
scheduled programme, where-as people can drop by any 
gardening session at the Bzz Garage.

Participation – refers to the forms of participation opportunity 
available in each project. For example in Trade School you can 
choose to share your skills, host a class, or barter to attend.

Open source – this means that the project model has been 
successfully tested and developed, and there is agreement 
with the initiators that they can be adopted and adapted by 
other non-commercial platforms working to create social 
value. 

Open source
Commitment
Regular
Drop in
Scheduled programme

Participation
Share
Host
Barter
Give
Buy

Development
Kickstart 
Design
Co-build
Co-design
Support

so that the successful, open source project models can 
be adopted by others wishing to develop a participatory 
platform approach.

There is a differing level of analysis and data depending on 
the stage, size and longevity of each project. See the index 
table on the facing page for more details.
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Trade School

About

Trade School is an alternative, self-organised learning space 
that runs on barter. Anyone can teach anything they are 
passionate about or skilled at - experience, practical skills and 
big ideas are all valued equally. No money changes hands, 
instead teachers say what they’d like in exchange for giving 
their class, and pupils sign up by agreeing to bring a barter 
item from the list. 

The barter mechanism means there is no financial barrier to 
attend a class and learn a new skill. The open offer to teach 
creates opportunities to share and practise underused skills. 
The informal atmosphere and exchange creates new social 
connections.

How it started

Trade School West Norwood was the first project to launch 
at The Open Works. It was kick-started by the team in 
order to create a tangible invitation for people to take part 
immediately. Having Trade School as a live project provided 
a conversation starter when someone walked through the 
door, a reason to ask what people might be interested in or 
could share with others, and a framework to agree a concrete 
date and time for activities to take place.

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Barter
Host

Development
Kickstart
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Trade School

About

Trade School is an alternative, self-organised learning space 
that runs on barter. Anyone can teach anything they are 
passionate about or skilled at - experience, practical skills and 
big ideas are all valued equally. No money changes hands, 
instead teachers say what they’d like in exchange for giving 
their class, and pupils sign up by agreeing to bring a barter 
item from the list. 

The barter mechanism means there is no financial barrier to 
attend a class and learn a new skill. The open offer to teach 
creates opportunities to share and practise underused skills. 
The informal atmosphere and exchange creates new social 
connections.

How it started

Trade School West Norwood was the first project to launch 
at The Open Works. It was kick-started by the team in 
order to create a tangible invitation for people to take part 
immediately. Having Trade School as a live project provided 
a conversation starter when someone walked through the 
door, a reason to ask what people might be interested in or 
could share with others, and a framework to agree a concrete 
date and time for activities to take place.

Project influences

Trade School started in New York founded by the online 
creative barter network Our Goods. They converted a 
shopfront into a learning space, where enthusiasts and 
specialists taught in exchange for basic items from students. 
Trade School always shares food, serves tea, and welcomes 
any class suggestion as long as the teacher is passionate. 
The founding group made the project open source and 
support new groups to open local Trade Schools. The website 
is replicated for each local instance and provides a tested 
organising mechanism. There are now over 50 Trade Schools 
around the world, working as a open support network.

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Barter
Host

Development
Kickstart
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1. James Wilson Coffee Shop, 357 Norwood Road. 2. Beamish & McGlue, 461 
Norwood Road. 3. Floral Hall Garden Centre, Adjacent to 17 Lansdowne Hill. 
4. Floral Hall, 370 - 372 Norwood Road. 5. L’Arche Garden, 21 Idmiston Road. 
6. Rathbone, Old Library, 14-16 Knights Hill. 7. L’Arche Workshop, 11-13 Norwood 
High Street. 8. The Open Works HQ, Portico Gallery, 23A Knights Hill. 
9. SRA Kitchen, 45 Knights Hill. 10. Frangipani Cafe, 96 Knights Hill.

Trade School
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Total costs
£165

Flyers £55

Equipment £33 

Bike pump £17

Street signs £60

Age of project
(months) 12

No of locations 10

No of teachers 42

Sessions 42

Attendances 232

Number of 
people involved 158

No of participation 
opportunities 420

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

2

3
4

6

7

8
9

10

Trade School - Project data

Local residents

Open Works Team

Beamish & McGlue

Floral Hall Shop

Floral Hall Garden Centre

Frangipani Cafe

James Wilson Coffee Shop

L’Arche Craft Workshop

L’Arche Garden Project

Library of Things

Portico Gallery

Rathbone

SRA

5

1

The Open Works project starts 
by opening a high street shop 
and inviting people to become 
members.

Trade School, an existing 
successful knowledge exchange 
project that connects people 
through barter for knowledge.

High street planters.

Connecting to Rock 
Paper Scissors.

Bzz Garage Ideas.

Connecting to 
The Stitch.

Set of first 3 lessons.Specialist lessons on growing.

Open to the Public festival - 
15 lessons in one day.

Lessons continue regularly 
until end of February 2015 
in 10 locations across West 
Norwood.

Open Works begins Kickstart  project

Trade School is key 
to other projects 
developing

Project management

start

Specialist lessons on craft.
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How it developed

In order to kickstart the project with existing relationships the 
first Trade School classes were offered by the Open Works 
team, Council staff and early Open Works members. Classes 
were held in the Open Works shopfront HQ. Previous Trade 
School seasons have shown that people who attend a class 
and have a positive, informal experience, will often return and 
offer to teach and this was also the case in West Norwood. In 
the third week, a specialist gardening mini-season of three 
classes were hosted in a second venue in partnership with 
the L’Arche Garden. To create a visible invitation and spark 
people’s curiosity, three high street planters were filled with 
flowers and signs with details of the classes to encourage 
people to attend. Several cooking classes took place in 
the nearby SRA Kitchen taking the number of venues up 
to three, and at Open to the Public festival Trade School 
classes were held in a further six places - spreading classes 
up the highstreet and turning unexpected locations such as 
cafes and florists into learning spaces. Trade School classes 
in knitting and basic sewing in the L’Arche Craft Workshop 
pre-empted the launch of The Stitch in the same space, 
creating a light but tangible possibility of a more established 
project. Finally, Trade School classes were held in an 9th 
venue, co-located with the shared shop Rock Paper Scissors, 
to build non-commercial relationships between makers and 
with potential customers and collaborators, and to raise 
awareness of the shop.

Participants experiences
 
Participants reported that Trade School was a highly enjoyable 
and interesting way to learn useful new skills and knowledge. 
The experience was a way to meet and socialise with new 
people, provided encouragement to explore ideas more, 
helped people feel more confident, and opened new 
opportunities.

Outcomes

In personal terms, many people said that they felt inspired to 
continue making, gardening or being creative as a result of 
taking part - two people went further to say taking part had 
improved their lives and several went on to share their new 
skills with others. In professional terms - people found that 
new skills could be directly applied to their work life, and in 
some cases reported a direct economic benefit. Two people 
met new clients, and one went on to develop paid classes, and 
others use the opportunity to test potential business ideas.

“He made some friends there and then he came home with 
this sourdough which made a couple of loaves….We don’t 
buy bread anymore which is fantastic! And we have shared 
this method with three other people.” 

“I love learning new skills and it’s nice to have taster sessions. 
You get a feel for it and then maybe you’d like to pursue 
that interest afterwards.”

“Being able to pass skills on and convey some of my 
enthusiasm and excitement was great and the people who 
were there really got into it and it seemed to exceed their 
expectations ... So, it had an impact on me in the sense 
that I enjoyed it and felt like it’s a positive thing for me to 
pass my knowledge on.“

“They say that one of the best ways to learn something 
is to teach others. So I thought it could be a good way to 
increase my confidence and challenge myself and make my 
products known to other people... My hands were shaking I 
was so nervous, but the second time I did it, I could tell the 
difference. I was still nervous but not as much as before. 
And if I kept doing this, in a month or two it would maybe 
feel like doing my job. I’d be quite happy with it… It did 
really help me on a personal level. I feel more confident in 
myself, so I’m really happy to have done that.” 

“They couldn’t get any of the IT equipment working for 
the seminar, so I fixed that for them and let them use my 
computer and I picked up a new client so I got a lot out of it.” 

“I think it’s increased my confidence to try new things 
actually, yeah and to kind of go right out there and meet 
and do it.”

“...because it was linked to what I’m doing as a freelancer, 
as a business owner, I might need to test an idea I have. It’s 
good practise for me to see whether I can run a workshop 
like this.”

“The people who I met were just quite cool … older adults, 
or with different kinds of stories and just people I wouldn’t 
normally necessarily have a huge amount of interaction 
with.”

“I offered my venue, my work venue, it’s free, it’s empty 
in the evenings and at the weekends ... I had not done 
workshops before, out of hours, for members of the public. 
Now I’ve done that a few times, I feel more confident about 
doing that.”
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1

2

3

4-4

-3

-2

-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent
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“She had a little list of things that she’d 
like, so I think I brought her a jar of 
local honey and a Portuguese custard 
tart as a surprise. 

It was such a nice feeling. It just felt 
very generous for money not to be 
changing hands, but knowledge and 
skills to be shared in that way.”

Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 5 10

Number of spaces 10 20 28

Number of Initiating groups Open Works Team 5 10

Number of participants 246 500 1000

Number of events / activities 42 160 320

Number of participation
opportunities

420
10 people per class

1600
10 people per class

3200
10 people per class

Frequency Weekly / monthly 50% weekly, 50% monthly 50% weekly, 50% monthly

LOCATIONS

Where
Highstreet, local businesses, 
public garden, kitchen, library, 
Rock Paper Scissors

Increase high street, libraries, 
public garden, kitchen, local 
parades, estates, community 
centres, schools

Increase high street, libraries, 
public garden, kitchen, local 
parades, estates, community 
centres, schools

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO 
OPPORTUNITES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and 
trialling

Scaling - access is closer 
and becomes more socially 
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access Low to no cost barrier - barter 
resources or skills

Low to no cost barrier -  barter 
resources or skills

Low to no cost barrier - barter 
resources or skills

Age Child - retired Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation;
and accompanied participation

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and 
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Scaling tested and
successful model

Scaling - amount of participation

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Scaling - personal to professional

From re-igniting interest in 
learning and progression 
to more formal learning 
opportunities. To new business 
opportunities gained through 
network and testing and 
developing early ideas.

From re-igniting interest in 
learning and progression 
to more formal learning 
opportunities. To new business 
opportunities gained through 
network and testing and 
developing early ideas.

From re-igniting interest in 
learning and progression 
to more formal learning 
opportunities. To new business 
opportunities gained through 
network and testing and 
developing early ideas.

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Hosted by many high street
businesses and organisations

Hosted by many high street 
businesses and organisations. 
Build relationships with formal 
educational opportunities.

Hosted by many high street 
businesses and organisations. 
Build relationships with formal 
educational opportunities.

Diversification	of	model Specialist seasons (growing) Increased specialist seasons and 
other local innovations

Increased specialist seasons and 
other local innovations

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £165 £1250 £2500

Future investment Digital development Digital development



002 
The Great Cook

About

The Great Cook is a project where people come together 
to batch cook meals, and take home portions for the week. 
Anyone can offer to share a recipe they enjoy making at home, 
and just multiply the ingredients to create a large batch. 
People join in by registering to bring one of the ingredients 
needed for that dish. 

The project makes productive use of underused kitchen 
spaces. The bulk cooking is a cost effective and time 
efficient way to make healthy meals which can be frozen 
and stored for later. The range of lead cooks brings a variety 
of cultural recipes and knowledge of ingredients; increases 
the number of residents with food hygiene certificates; and 
creates opportunities to test food ideas and ventures. The 
informal atmosphere and regular meeting creates new social 
connections between people.

How it started

When people visited the HQ shop they were shown the 
exhibition of inspiring projects from around the world and 
asked what interests, aspirations, ideas and skills they had. 
During the regular development evaluation meetings the 
team shared details of these dispersed conversations and 
activities to spot any trends and gain a collective insight.

This revealed that a high number of people were attracted 
to the idea of communal cooking, and had recipies they 
would be happy to share with others - but no-one yet 

wanted to start their own cooking project. An underused 
kitchen nearby was discovered through an introduction to 
the organisation running it. Putting these elements together, 
the team designed and launched The Great Cook in order 
to kickstart more activity people would be attracted to, and 
add to the variety of initial participatory opportunities.

Project influences

MamaBake is a group batch baking project for mothers, 
founded in Australia.  Mums get together regularly to cook, 
each brings the ingredients for one big meal, they divide it 
up and go home with a number of meals ready for the week. 

In order to make The Great Cook open to everyone, including 
mums, it was designed as a hybrid model, with elements from 
Trade School. The list of barter items and different teachers 
each week from Trade School inspired the ingredients list and 
the open call for anyone to share a recipe in The Great Cook.

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Give
Buy
Host

Development
Kickstart
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Total
£886

Age of project
(months) 12

No of locations 1

No of cook leads 10

Sessions 11

Attendances 93

Number of 
people involved 53

No of participation 
opportunities 110

Kitchen space £480

Flyers and posters £54

Food hygiene certificates £216

Equipment £81

Food £55

Local residents

Open Works Team

Food Bank

Online College food hygiene training

SRA kitchen

West Norwood Soup for seed funding

The G
reat C

ook

 10 17     22 29     27     17     15  28 

Design Launch Prototyping Discovery

Project produced

372 portions cooked

11 cooking sessions

7 food hygiene certificates

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

The Great Cook - Project data

Trade School model. Mama Bake batch cooking.

Many new Open Works 
members mentioned they were 
interested in cooking.

Open Works team designed The 
Great Cook concept, logo and 
website and invited interested 
members to host the first sessions.

Through The Open Works 
website and newsletter

11 sessions held through the 
12 months

Inspiration Inspiration 

DiscoveryDesign Project
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How it developed

The first Great Cook was lead by a member of The Open 
Works project team, to kickstart the project, and test the 
new model before inviting others to lead a session. From 
the second week, sessions were led by different people for a 
variety of reasons - sometimes a love of cooking, a favourite 
recipe they wanted to share, a passion for their culture, or a 
food venture they wanted to test. 

There is now an emergent core group who are working 
together to develop The Great Cook at the kitchens and 
there are still offers from new people to cook and share 
their recipes. A regular participant from the group presented 
the plans at the West Norwood Soup evening (meal-based 
micro granting) and received some funds to put towards a 
shared grocery.

Participants experiences

Participants reported that taking part was a fun and engaging 
way to socialise, make friends and learn new recipes and skills 
in the kitchen. Many commented positively on the cultural 
variety of recipes, and the opportunity to learn more about 
people’s backgrounds through food. People appreciated the 
simple nature of taking part, and that the project was able 
to bring together underused resources, including spaces 
and skills.
 
Outcomes

People commented that what they learnt during the project 
had changed their cooking and eating habits at home - 
including cooking more, being more adventurous, cooking 
from scratch and eating more healthily. People were also 
pleased to save money and learn more economical ways of 
cooking. Some shared recipes or began batch cooking with 
others and one said they now wanted to learn other skills as 
a result. One person re-connected with an old friend, others 
said they would likely form friendships over time with more 
regular contact, and someone mentioned enjoying being 
able to recognise people in the street.

“I had these ideas in my head, but I never put them into 
practice. Cooking from scratch, cooking heathily in bulk.” 

“There was a period of time when things were just 
bubbling away and everyone was just standing around 
chatting so it was a good opportunity to get to know 
people in a fairly relaxed way, but then you feel like 
there’s a slightly higher purpose to it as well.” 

“She was really informative and explained things about 
the spices and how to use them that I didn’t know…the 
food was delicious.”

“It gave me the chance to get to know a few people in 
the area…and get to know their cultures as well, so that 
has certainly enriched my life.” 

“It’s encouraged me to be more experimental with my 
own cooking at home and to actually make recipes in 
quantities and freeze them, so it’s encouraged me to eat 
more healthy I’d say.”

“I think what is really nice about it is that it didn’t matter 
if you were a great cook or not, everybody could kind of 
do it together.”

“I cook a lot more now and cook it from scratch.”

“It’s made me think about increasing my skills and I’ve 
been looking at doing other courses. I’ve been looking at 
all of the taster courses that The Open Works are doing 
and it’s made me look at other courses as well.”

“The experience was all good. I got to meet loads of nice 
people. I was able to talk and share in their knowledge of 
cooking.”

“Everybody brought some ingredients, everybody 
chopped and helped with the preparation and then the 
lady rolled one sample. And the rest of the mix was 
taken home in small portions, everybody must have one. 
I liked that experience because I don’t like learning from 
books, I like learning from watching, and then I saw I can 
improvise. I put green chilli in that.”

“Every time I’ve gone I’ve met a different set of people 
and I’ve learned different cooking skills and recipes 
from other parts of Europe and America, that I wouldn’t 
consider doing and now I’ve got those recipes and have 
been trying those out on friends, but also I see those 
people in the street and they kind of acknowledge you 
and so there’s that sense of belonging that comes out.”

I’ve done a batch cooking at home with a friend, I’ve 
done one recipe.  That was a result of the Great Cook, 
so it’s like “Ooh  I’ve done that and it was great, shall we 
do it again at my house?” so it has an impact because it’s 
making me want to share what I’ve done.”

5

1

2

3

4-4

-3

-2

-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent
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“It’s great to be able to come away with 
some food. You come in with a small 
bit and you put it together and you 
have dinners for two, for the next one 
or two days, depending on what size 
family you have. 

You save money and you get to know 
new people who hopefully you’ll want 
to work with in the future as well.”

Participant

002 THE GREAT COOK

277



TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1  7 12

Number of spaces 1 kitchen 7 kitchens 12 kitchens

Number of participants 53 371 636

Number of events /
activities

12 204 464

Number of participation
opportunities

120 2040 4640

Frequency 1 per month 50% monthly 50% weekly 25% monthly 75% weekly

LOCATIONS

Where High street organisation Local parades - estates, 
community centres, schools

Local parades - estates,
community centres, schools

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer 
and becomes more socially 
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street Distributed around 3 wards Distributed around 3 wards

Economic access
Small cost barrier - need to
be able to buy an ingredient. 
Average £4 - 6 per session

Lower cost barrier - ingredients 
cheaper through bulk buying 
and community dry store

Increasingly lower cost barrier 
- ingredients cheaper through 
bulk buying and community dry 
store and local produce growing

Age 25-54 10-80 10-80

Support to participate Independent participation and 
friend accompanied

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and 
accompanied participation

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and 
accompanied participation

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype / test new project 
model

Scaling - amount of participation Repeated model testing and 
adapting

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Scaling - personal to professional Emergent opportunities to test 
food ventures

Home cooking to food business 
incubation

Home cooking to food business 
incubation

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Starter framework with 
FoodBank

Local growing, high street food 
shops, restaurants

Local growing, high street food 
shops, restaurants

Diversification	of	model Specialist baby food session
Cooking & eating together, 
more specialist versions (parents, 
slimming etc)

Cooking & eating together, 
more specialist versions (parents, 
slimming etc)

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £350 £3500 £5250

Per event / space £0 - £50 £0 - £50 £0 - £50

To participants Need to buy ingredients £4-6 
per session

Ingredients cheaper through 
bulk buying and community dry 
store

Ingredients cheaper through 
bulk buying and community dry 
store and locally grown produce

Future investment Investing in kitchens + spaces Investing in kitchens + food 
business incubation programme

Scaling Years 1-3

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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About

Potluck Suppers are communal meals where everyone brings 
something to share. Anyone can come along on their own, 
or with friends or family. People pick something from the list 
- including food dishes, drinks, table decorations, or helping 
hands to set up or clear up. Everyone has the opportunity to 
meet, talk and share ideas.

The shared food builds reciprocity and flattens hierarchy. 
The opportunity to bring either food or help means there 
is no financial or skill barrier to participating. The informal 
atmosphere and conversation creates new social connections. 

How it started

Lots of meetings, one to one conversations and ideas were 
developing through the team in the Open Works HQ. The 
Suppers were designed to introduce members to each other 
and create a space to discuss ideas more widely. It was 
important to have a co-produced activity, rather than create 
an event that would be put on by The Open Works and 
consumed by members.

Supper No. 1 was held in the large hall on a long table 
and themed around ideas. People brought food to share, 
flowers for the table, and helped with the washing up. A local 
clearance business nearby lent extra plates and glasses for 
the evening. The table was decorated with talking points 
and tiles to scribble ideas on, to stimulate conversation. Two 

members shared early stage project ideas including Start 
Here and the Great Cook. 

Project influences

• Potluck Suppers - bring and share meals with friends
• Trade School - the Potluck website is made from the 

same template, people choose an item from the list to 
bring and sign up to come

• Ad Hoc Enquiries - building new knowledge in a social 
way over supper

How it developed

Supper No. 2 was in the shopfront, and spilling out into the 
street to be more visible; and buffet rather than long table to 
test a more informal style. New project designs were shown 
on boards to visually share the conversations happening in 
the shop throughout the week. More projects introduced 
themselves and invited people to join, including the Library 
of Things. Three newly introduced gardeners left on a site 
visit to a potential growing space for bee-friendly planting. 

Supper No.3 was hosted in a local cafe, to spread the activities 
onto the high street. Shared food included the first salad to 
be harvested from the Bzz Garage. More people knew each 
other through the project activities, which brought a more 
communal atmosphere, and helped strengthen and build 

Development
Kickstart

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Share
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Pot Luck - bring and 
share suppers

New members
Existing members
Partners
Friend and family

New members
Existing members
Partners
Friend and family

New members
Existing members
Partners
Friend and family

Ideas and conversation Supper No.1

Early project ideas
New connections

Early project ideas
New connections

Early project ideas
New connections

Early project 
ideas, project 
launches and 
invites

New connections
Strengthening 
relationships

Invite to everyone 
who has taken part 
over the last year

New connections
Strengthening 
relationships

Early project ideas, project 
launches and invites, 
connections between 
projects

Supper No. 4 Celebration and thank you

Supper No. 3 Local high 
street business 
hosting dinner

Supper No.2

Inspiration

Action

Discovery + Develop

Launch

Discovery

Discovery

Discovery + Develop

Discovery + Develop

Discovery + Develop

Action

Action

start

connections between people and across the project network. 
Introductions round the room highlighted the range of people 
taking part and the participation opportunities available.

Supper No.4 was the last supper before the shopfront 
HQ closed and was a celebration of the last year. People 
commented that they enjoyed the suppers and didn’t want 
them to stop. So a date for a further Supper No.5 was chosen 
and put on the blackboard in the shop. 

Supper No.5 was hosted at the L’Arche garden project by 
Civic Incubator participants. A mix of current members and 
new people met together to continue to build connections 
and share project ideas. 

Participants experiences

Participants reported that the Suppers were a good 
opportunity to get to know each other, meet new people 
and hear ideas. People mention the warm atmosphere, and 
noted that it was easy and enjoyable for people to connect 
over food. People valued the opportunity to share ideas and 
make connections between projects, and to feel energised 
and uplifted.

Outcomes

Participants mentioned making new connections that they 
carried on after the Supper, and the high street business 
that hosted the Supper valued making a new type of non-
commercial relationship with participants. One person 
mentioned that she would integrate the Supper format into 
her work life. One mentioned developing a new project 
following introductions to people with similar interests. 
People suggested that the Suppers led to an increased 
sense of community.

“I took some salad we’d been growing at the Bzz Garage, 
winter salad we’d harvested, and I put a label on it. And it 
became a talking point about, there’s salad from the Bzz 
Garage! And then people would talk to me about how 
they could get involved.“

“It felt like it was the creation of a community and everyone 
was there bringing their own skills and perspectives of 
the world but ultimately joined by that common interest 
in making West Norwood a better place.”

“The exposure to the other projects and ideas that these 
dinners provided a shared understanding of the ethos, 

transferring the stories and the passion, and creating the 
networks that we later used to build the projects.” 
“I think it just makes you feel that you know people in the 
community and that you are part of it a little bit more. 
And I think that’s always helpful because it’s important to 
make sure…that people feel they can come to you.” 

“I think I’ll use that format for when I have to do new 
partnership working. Instead of us all sitting around 
a table for a meeting, bring something and share it. 
People are much more relaxed and some people really 
enjoy cooking and sharing what they’ve made and then 
you’ve got the whole cultural thing around it. I think you 
generate more ideas when you’re munching.”

“From what I felt and heard, the people who were there 
all took something away from it, inspiration for projects 
or interest and optimism in the people who were there.”

“I thought they were great, they were so simple, you just 
need a space and people say they’ll bring stuff and they 
did. I was the one bringing packets of crisps because 
I can’t cook, but other people lovingly made food and 
then we all talked about food, where it came from, how it 
was made… It was a very simple but amazing way to get 
people to chat because you could just go up to someone 
and find out about the food they were eating and then 
you find out all about them.”

“There were very good vibes throughout the dinner, it 
was good to be in a situation different than anything else 
I do, or different than all the other kind of environments 
that I am usually in, and getting to know people from the 
area.”

“I talked to the people who were in the Open Orchard 
and they were talking about other things they were 
interested in doing and developing so definitely there 
was like a informal brainstorming going on.” 

“I’ve been to two of those and I’ve really enjoyed them. 
Every time I come I always meet new people. I always 
make sure to talk to people and its always been really 
rewarding. I get straight in to a really good conversation 
about what people are up to. It’s always enlightening what 
people are doing so yeah I think if you’re networking, 
good opportunities will come I’m sure. I’ve exchanged 
emails, phone numbers, talked about the kinds of things I 
want to do and they’ve done the same for me so I’m sure 
that can only go somewhere good.”
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“The first one that I went to everyone 
was curious and open minded but a 
little confused, ‘where is this going to 
go?’ And the last one was just buzzing; 
it was phenomenal. 

The cafe was turned into a living room 
and the neighbours had turned into 
friends. It was just magical.”
 

Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 5 9

Number of spaces 3 10 15

Number of participants 83 500 900

Number of initiating groups The Open Works team Mini platforms + HQ Mini platforms + HQ

Number of events / activities 4 20 36

Number of participation
opportunities

113 actual
120 potential 500 1260

Frequency Quarterly Quarterly in each location Quarterly in each location

LOCATIONS

Where High street HQ and local 
business

High street HQ, local business, 
outdoor green spaces, 
community hall, streets, schools

High street HQ, local business, 
outdoor green spaces, 
community hall, streets, schools

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO 
OPPORTUNITES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and 
trialling

Scaling - access is closer 
and becomes more socially 
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access
Low cost or no economic barrier. 
Bring food to share, or help set 
up

Low cost or no economic barrier. 
Bring food to share, or help set 
up

Low cost or no economic barrier. 
Bring food to share, or help set 
up

Age Child - retired Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation
and introduction

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Scaling tested and successful 
model

Scaling - amount of participation

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Scaling - personal to professional Non-professional activity
Social sharing

Non-professional activity
Social sharing

Non-professional activity
Social sharing

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Hosted by local organisations 
and high street cafe

Hosted by local organisations 
and businesses, connection to 
Great Cook. Open Orchard, 
other cooking and growing 
projects

Hosted by local organisations 
and businesses, connection to 
Great Cook. Open Orchard, 
other cooking and growing 
projects

Diversification	of	model

Larger suppers, collective with 
all network, outside, invites to 
professionals to create new 
interactions

Larger suppers, collective with 
all network, outside, invites to 
professionals to create new 
interactions

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £144 £250 per mini-platform
Total £1000

£250 per mini-platform
Total £1000

Future investment Furniture, place setting, outdoor 
dining

Furniture, place setting, outdoor 
dining

Scaling Years 1-3

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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About

Start Here is an ideas incubator for young people designed to 
make it easier for young people to explore new opportunities 
and start projects. Everyone has ideas but it can be tricky 
knowing how to get started turning them into something 
real. Start Here guides, offers advice and hosts workshops 
to support young people to start their own project, business 
or venture.

The platform model operates to connect knowledgeable local 
residents, skills and resources - together with young people 
who are keen to develop their ideas. The creative use of 
existing resources means that new projects and ventures are 
designed using what is available and can start immediately.
  
 
How it started

One of the first people to approach The Open Works team 
with an idea was a local entrepreneur and jewellery maker. 
She recognised that she had had to learn a lot of skills by 
herself, in the process of developing her own venture. As a 
successful entrepreneur now selling in high street stores and 
large markets she wanted to share this knowledge with other 
young people, and encourage them to think more broadly 
about their capabilities and the opportunities open to them.

Start Here was designed together with the Open Works team 
including a brand, logo, website and framework for a six 
week project development programme. Potential mentors 

from The Open Works membership were invited to co-design 
content for the sessions. The project was launched and a 
local secondary school offered space at a careers day, and 
young people who had participated in projects already were 
personally invited to join. 

Young people came forward with ideas ranging from film 
production, a fashion label, music events, and a sports 
enterprise.
 
 
Project influences

• Spark and Mettle - coaching, technology and collaborative 
events to help young people succeed in work and life

• Hackney Pirates - adventures in learning offering one to 
one support in literacy and creative projects

• Let’s Be Brief - content and events to educate and inspire, 
providing insight for creative entrepreneurs 

Open sourceCommitment
Scheduled Programme

Participation
Share

Development
Co-build
Co-Design
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Total
£136

Age of project
(months) 6

No of locations 1

No of mentors 6

Sessions
One-

to-one

Attendances 21

Number of 
young people 6

No of participation 
opportunities 27

Projects developed and tested

a t-shirt business

a film

Website £48

Flyers £30

Packs £58

Local residents

Young local residents

Open Works Team

Elm Green School

Katiico Jewellery

Start H
ere

 19    29    8 20    11 19 24    2 9 17 24       19    19    26     28 
Design Launch PrototypingDiscovery

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

Start Here - Project data
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Hackney Pirates Civic Foundry Accelerator

Member idea to connect local
young people with experience
in the community to grow ideas

Start Here
Invitation to join a short
programme to grow ideas
and to support young people
with specialist knowledge

Visited schools to find young 
people with ideas

Mentors invited

T-shirt business

Filming project

Inspiration Inspiration 

DiscoveryDesign Project

Project Development

start

2 projects 
developed & 
tested
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How it developed

Lots of people were willing to share their skills with young 
people on an informal basis, either presenting at workshops, 
or one-to-one conversations and advice. The project would 
have benefitted from a longer build up and stronger 
relationships with local schools and youth groups before 
launching to have a bigger peer group taking part. The 
young people involved had strong ideas, but needed more 
time and support than anticipated, and at more flexible 
times to suit them. The project initiator needed to step 
back as her business expanded and took more time to run. 
So The Open Works team took on one-to-one support with 
the young people.

Two projects were developed – one film and one fashion 
label. The young people making the film had meetings with a 
film editor and with a script and drama specialist; and access 
to space and borrowed equipment to film. They completed 
their film in time for entry to a competition. The young person 
developing a fashion brand had an introduction to another 
young t-shirt entrepreneur; support and advice to develop 
his website and brand and get feedback on early designs; 
an introduction to Feast market for a pitch; an offer to sell 
at Rock Paper Scissors shared shop; and a loan of £200 to 
buy the first stock - which he paid back one week later with 
profits from the first sales.

Participants experiences

Mentors reported appreciating the opportunity to share their 
skills and offer advice, to support young people and to have 
an impact locally. The young people reported an increased 
feeling of confidence and self-esteem brought about by 
working with other people on their ideas, and the opportunity 
to learn new skills and grow their ideas more quickly.

Outcomes

Mentors reported an increased confidence in the direction 
they were taking with their business, a higher interest in 
working with young people and community, and wanting to 
mentor or take on apprentices more. Personal development 
in sharing skills and working with others was also mentioned. 
The young people reported an increase in ambition and the 
ability to scale their projects. 

“Having a mentor, as opposed to a kind of business partner, 
means that I can make decisions but I can make informed 
decisions because I’m learning fundamental things and then 
I can make them my own - so adapt them to my exact needs 
and that was brilliant.” 

“When the opportunity came, I thought, yeah, this is what 
I want to do. Helping young people grow their ideas and 
contributing to that. There was one guy who was doing 
fashion, prints on tops, and we were talking about a break 
even. So I went home and dug out my course notes and 
worked out how you make a break even for your sweaters.”

“Just the act of having something for young people to 
do, otherwise what would you have? You go to school 
and go home and that’s it. Whereas having somewhere to 
incubate ideas, of course it’s going to have an impact on 
the community. It’s certainly had an impact on me. It just 
starts with one person and there’s lots of people out there 
like me. So, yeah, it’s a great project.”

“How can we get more young people doing, constructing 
things, or can we get them to create projects that they can 
run and become self sufficient? Kind of develop from there. 
For me I kind of saw the bigger picture because it would help 
a lot of young people find out more about what they wanted 
to do before they went off to do it. You know because the 
preparation part, I feel is the most important thing. You can 
have ideas but if you don’t spend time preparing or finding 
out or researching or getting advice or mentoring from 
people in the industry, who have been through things, it’s 
very difficult for you to get onto the next step so I thought 
this might be something that I’d be interest in.”

“I benefitted from it because I got to talk about what I do 
and I’ve never really kind of done that, and at the same 
time they listened, they were proactively taking on what 
I was saying...it makes me want to do mentoring again.”

“Empowerment, and to know that they’ve got support, 
they can turn their ideas into projects, into businesses, and 
they don’t have to go the conventional way. They can make 
it work for them.” 

“It’s helped me to think about ideas -  like what I would 
want to do in the future and how I could help and reach 
out to younger people and how I would narrow it down to 
make it a better project.”

“Although this is something I regularly do, it feels good to 
help someone out that otherwise wouldn’t have access to 
that help.”

“It was nice to have an impact on something more local to 
me, in terms of fostering that sense of community but also 
for local young people to realise that there are people in 
their community that have those skills. In that sense I think 
it had an impact because it may make them more creative 
or more ambitious about their role in society.”

“It made me a lot more confident in the 
brand that someone was willing to back 
it, and thought that I  would be able to 
pay back £200. 

It was a fantastic feeling that somebody 
had that faith. It just generally made me 
feel a lot better about my capabilities and 
what other people thought I could do.”

 
Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of projects 1 1 1

Number of programmes 1 4 4

Number of participants 12 100
Including 20 mentors

200
Including 40 mentors

Number of new initiatives
prototyped

2 12 24

Number of events / activities 40 40

Number of participation
opportunities

27 700 1400

Frequency 1 x 6 week programme 4 x programmes each year 4 x programmes each year

LOCATIONS

Where Central, high street location High street, estates, youth
organisations, schools

High street, estates, youth
organisations, schools

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO 
OPPORTUNITES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer 
and becomes more socially 
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street

New programmes distributed 
further around 3 wards, to 
increase accessibility (school 
catchment areas)

New programmes distributed 
further around 3 wards, to 
increase accessibility (school 
catchment areas)

Economic access No cost barrier No cost barrier No cost barrier

Age 14 - 19 yrs - young initiators
20 - 40 yrs - mentors

11 - 25 yrs - young initiators
18 upwards - mentors

11 - 25 yrs - young initiators
18 upwards - mentors

Support to participate Independent participation
and school introduction

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype / test

Scaling - amount of participation

Increase participation and 
number of programmes - 
supporting more start-up 
initiatives. Schools as mini 
platforms

Increase participation and 
number of programmes - 
supporting more start-up 
initiatives. Schools as mini 
platforms. Develop alumni 
network as mentors

Scaling - personal to professional Range from projects to ventures Range from projects to ventures

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Early stage conversation with 
Young Lambeth Coop

High street, schools, community 
centres, Rock Paper Scissors 
shared shop. Local and out of 
borough.

High street, schools, community 
centres, Rock Paper Scissors 
shared shop. Local and out of 
borough.

Diversification	of	model Specialist - tech, fashion, music, 
etc

Specialist - tech, fashion, music, 
etc

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £106 £500 per programme
Total £2000

£1000 per programme
Total £4000

Investment pot for initiatives £200 loan - repaid in 1 week £3000 (6 initiatives x £500) £6000 (12 initiatives x £500)

Per year £5000 £10,000

Future investment Growing investment pot Phase 2 investment in initiatives

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT



About

BeamBlock Yoga is a fitness workout using purpose-built 
balance apparatus designed and developed by a local yoga 
teacher and inventor.

How it started

A local entrepreneur walked past the shop and came in to 
find out more. It was thought that his start-up enterprise 
had potential to create local health outcomes, and he was 
interested to explore hybrid models to develop and scale 
his venture with The Open Works.

As an early stage venture with limited access to capital, the 
team discussed ideas to use existing assets and resources to 
build it. Including offering yoga classes for free to increase 
experience, build portfolio and develop a loyal community 
around the idea; and partnering with organisations who 
had suitable spaces with spare capacity and connections to 
people who would benefit from access to exercise. The plan 
was to build a community of people who had experienced 
and enjoyed the classes and who might then be willing 
to support the venture financially - investing in return for 
continued classes and longer term benefit.

Project influences

• Loaf - community bakery and cooking school started in 
the founder’s kitchen went on to raise enough capital 
for high street premises through £1000 bonds, repaid 
to people in bread rather than profit

• Travelling Pantry - free community workshops around 
the UK, testing new methodology and building practise

How it developed

A call was put out through the Open Works newsletter and 
networks to ask if anyone wanted to host the BeamBlock 
gym. Responses came from nearby organisations including 
a secondary school, a children’s centre, a community hall; 
further introductions were made to a housing association 
and a leisure centre; and the project was included in the 
short talks at the Festival of Ideas.

Initial conversations were around starting classes in a variety 
of spaces around West Norwood. The logistics of moving 
the equipment around meant the ideal would be to have a 
temporary single base - and this proved harder to find. The 
entrepreneur decided to develop the venture by seeking out 
the use of a temporary studio space in nearby Loughborough 
Junction - and continued to visit the HQ regularly for advice, 
support, and idea development. The venture has now been 
funded by a business investor and is developing into gyms 
across the UK.

Development
Support

005 

Beamblock
“I’m an inventor and entrepreneur. I 
wanted to let people know about what 
I did and I thought that starting on 
small scale in the community was the 
best way to do it.”

Participant
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About

Bzz Norwood is a project to encourage bee-friendly planting 
and shared food growing in public spaces. The first location 
is outside the bus garage in West Norwood. It aims to 
create a multitude of small gardens to support the local 
bee population and produce locally grown food. 

People were invited to grow in underused patches, street 
planters, front gardens or window boxes. People can share 
tools, plants and knowledge to beautify West Norwood and 
create a publicly enjoyed focus for enthusiastic gardeners.

How it started

A new member came to the second Potluck Supper and 
shared an idea for bee-friendly gardens and was introduced 
to two local gardeners. As a result of the conversation the 
group left the supper briefly to look at a potential growing site 
less than 5 minutes walk away, next to the pavement outside 
the bus garage. The following morning the value of having 
a visible shop front HQ in creating coincidental meetings to 
build from became apparent, when a passerby dropped in 
to ask about the large Dutch bike parked outside, which was 
used to signify the HQ was open. He was a bus driver on his 
way to work, and he made an introduction to the premises 
manager, who is a keen gardener and said yes to the idea 
of growing on the site immediately. 

Project influences

• Incredible Edible Todmorden - a whole town growing 
food in public spaces - street planters, schools, the police 
station, GP’s, parks

• The Edible Bus Stop, Lambeth - growing in public spaces
• River of Flowers - creating connected pockets of bee 

forage between larger green spaces
• Open Source Beehives - downloadable designs locally 

CNC cut from wood including bee monitoring technology
• Bootstrap Bees, Hackney - hives cared for by local 

residents
• Golden Company, Hackney - training young people in 

bee-keeping and enterprise ventures using honey and 
beeswax products

• Postcode Honey, Amsterdam - hyper local honey which 
tastes different depending on type of bee forage

• GoodGym, UK - runners doing physical activity with 
social good

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Give
Buy
Host

Development
Kickstart

006 

Bzz Garage

006 BZZ GARAGE 006 BZZ GARAGE

298 299



Local residents

Open Works Team

Arriva Bus Garage - Land, installed tap and 

hosepipe, cherry tree, castor oil plant

Floral Hall - plants

Freshview (Lambeth Council) 

- compost, tools, van

Good Gym - clearing

L’Arche - high street planters

Norwood Action Group  

- mentions in newsletter

Rathbone - seedlings, tools

Tivoli Park - tools

The Stitch - banner

Trade School
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 20      7 14 21    24 26     5 10 16 17 22 24     3 21

Total costs
£572

Flyers £82

Planters £60 

Potholes Gardens £112

Signs £189

Seeds £129

Age of project
(months) 11

No of locations 1

Sessions 8

Attendances 125

Number of 
people involved 56

No of participation 
opportunities 160

Design Launch PrototypingDiscovery

Project cost breakdown

Bzz Garage - Project data

Co-produced by

 14 30    2 5 16 25     2    4 7    18 29    8 25    

Co-founder joins The 
Open Works

3 growing Trade Schools

Bzz Garage
A public garden with bee 
friendly flowers, vegetables 
and fruit trees

Co-founders plan project

Co-founders meet 
at Potluck Supper

Site visits and meeting 
with Arriva

Good Gym visits to clear 
ground for planting

Launches in newsletter

Maintenance 
days

Planting winter 
vegetables

Harvesting 
for events

MeetingsSite visits

Many people offer plants, time 
and equipment

Planting day

Disovery Inspiration Inspiration

Design Project

Launch

Prototype

Project development

start
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“Who can get so excited over just some 
flowers popping up in a public piece 
of land - they’re everywhere, right? 

But we planted those ones. And they’ll 
be there next year and the year after - 
they’ll always be there. 

And that’s really strong.”

Participant
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I’ve never had to deal with local organisations or collaborate 
with anybody else on anything. But I am so into getting this 
right. And I love it, I absolutely love it.”
“I’ve eaten the salad! I’ve been telling other people how 
delicious it is. Surely we can do more of that all over West 
Norwood” 

“I’d started to garden a bit myself before, so this has 
encouraged me with vegetable planting on my own, I 
haven’t started that in my own home but that’s something 
I want to do this Spring so that’s quite exciting.”

“We had twenty or so people on the day. And that was a 
real ‘wow’ day for me. We started with this bare patch of 
land that was not particularly looked after, and by the end 
of the day we had a garden That was the start - it gave us 
a real confidence to think: what else can we do? Later in 
the Autumn we planted vegetable seeds, then we had the 
idea of a wildflower meadow, and we planted a whole bunch 
of bulbs that are starting to come up now. And it just kept 
growing from there. And now, there’s an immense feeling 
of pride, every time anybody comes to visit me - I must take 
you to the bus garage.” 

“Walking down the hill, I’ve seen crocuses coming up, so 
personally because I love plants, to see that is a joy, and I 
notice other people stopping to look at it and that’s a joy 
and there’s some pleasure in knowing that I was involved 
in making it happen.” 

“The principal impact was to impress me with the easy 
sociability. There’s a bunch of completely different people 
who all came together. And people were very pleased with 
the outcome.”

“I think it’s a fantastic idea, because it looked quite dire and 
now there’s plans to grow all around the garage, making 
something that looked horrid look more beautiful so that’s 
got to be positive.”

“A group of gardeners from our learning disability gardening 
project took part. It gave them a different garden to work 
on and a chance to meet new people with a different 
remit, because they’ve always worked on one project. So 
they really benefited from doing something new with new 
people as well as giving back by digging up the garden 
and providing some work so that was a mutually beneficial 
thing.”

“The planting outside the bus garage has been terrific. I’ve 
been amazed going down there two, three, four times now 
in different weathers – you know these people pop out the 
woodwork, you think where the heck have they come from 
and how have they heard about this? And  there’s just a 
very nice spirit of welcoming people – all sorts of different 

How it developed

The Bzz Garage launched with a full day of planting, four 
weeks after the initial conversation at the Supper. Over 
35 people came together bringing plants, tools, seeds, 
knowledge about growing and an enthusiasm to transform an 
unsightly public space. Fifteen GoodGym runners came and 
cleared the site of wood chip. A garden design and planting 
list was produced but had to be flexible to accommodate all 
sorts of plants that were brought on the day. Contributions 
included leftover plants from Friends of West Norwood 
Cemetery that were collected from a back garden; discounted 
plants from the local gardening centre Floral Hall; tools from 
Lambeth Freshview community street improvement project; 
a trailer, cherry tree and castor oil plant from the Arriva 
managers; seeds and seedlings from the Rathbone allotment 
group; and three trees from a passerby.

Signs were made and attached to the wall so passersby 
knew they could join the project at any time. The Bzz Garage 
garden is now expanding to a second site beside the garage, 
including more food, fruit trees and hops, and a shed for 
shared equipment.

Participants experiences

Participants commented positively on the sociability of 
the activity, and the opportunity it afforded to meet others 
and collaborate. People found it enjoyable, inspiring and 
rewarding to bring a patch of empty land back into use. It 
was also an opportunity to share knowledge about planting 
and bees that many participants found useful. 

Outcomes

Participants enjoyed transforming a public space which 
previously attracted complaints and is now a source of 
enjoyment for passersby. One person mentioned gardening 
more at home, and another offered to cook dinner for the 
group if they would come and help tidy her back garden. 
One person felt encouraged by being able to add the project 
to his CV, another felt that his own company had gained 
important exposure through participation, and another is 
now considering careers which involve more community 
aspects. People mentioned being more likely to develop 
new ideas for other spaces now they have seen this model 
being successful. 

“Prior to the garden starting, all we ever got were complaints. 
That ceased. And we see people coming from different 
walks of the community, you see things in a different light … 

5

1

2

3

4-4

-3

-2

-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1
25 Weeds for Seeds (small ad 
hoc	flower	planting)	3	larger	
food growing

50 Weeds for Seeds (small ad 
hoc	flower	planting)	5	larger	
food growing

Number of spaces 2 32 52

Number of initiating groups 1 3 6

Number of participants 56 100 200

Number of events /
activities

9 61 110

Number of participation
opportunities

125 (actual) 830 1400

Frequency Monthly Annual	/	ad	hoc	flower	planting
Weekly growing activities

Annual	/	ad	hoc	flower	planting
Weekly growing activities

LOCATIONS

Where High street land at bus garage

Public planters, private gardens, 
greenhouses, roundabouts, 
unused patches, estates, parks, 
polytunnels, schools

Public planters, private gardens, 
greenhouses, roundabouts, 
unused patches, estates, parks, 
polytunnels, schools

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer 
and becomes more 
socially normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access
No cost barrier
Gifted equipment and plants 
optional

No cost barrier 
Gifted equipment and plants 
optional

No cost barrier 
Gifted equipment and plants 
optional

Age Child - retired
Children under 18 accompanied Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation and 
introduction

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype / testing

Scaling - amount of participation Repeated model testing and
adapting

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency. Creating 
network of private garden 
greenhouses.

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency. Creating 
network of private garden 
greenhouses.

Scaling - personal to professional Developing urban food growing 
ventures

Developing urban food growing 
ventures

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Highly connected to local 
organisations, groups and 
businesses

Highly connected to local 
organisations, groups and 
businesses

Highly connected to local 
organisations, groups and 
businesses

Diversification	of	model
Flowers to food - spreading 
to second site for larger food 
growing space

Density of bee friendly growing 
to support pollinators. Larger 
scale food production. Specialist 
high value, heritage or non UK 
produce.

Density of bee friendly growing 
to support pollinators. Larger 
scale food production. Specialist 
high value, heritage or non UK 
produce.

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up £572
£3000 per large site
£200 Weeds for Seeds
Total £9200

£3000 per large site
£200 Weeds for Seeds
Total £9200

Future investment Polytunnels and growing 
equipment

Polytunnels and growing 
equipment, small van for 
distributing produce

Scaling Years 1-3

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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007

Library of Things

About

The Library of Things is a place where anyone can borrow 
tools and equipment for DIY, making, cooking, gardening, 
or leisure. People join as members by donating underused 
or unwanted items, or sharing skills or time. They can then 
borrow items for tasks around the home or to develop 
projects or ventures.

The central shared location means bulky items do not need 
to be stored at home. The borrowing mechanism creates 
access to equipment too expensive to buy and builds trust 
between neighbours. The communal use of underused 
items increases their useful life span and reduces levels of 
waste and landfill.

How it started

A group of friends had been inspired by a borrowing shop in 
Germany, dubbed the library of things, and wanted to create 
one in London. Having heard of The Open Works the group 
visited on an open day to see what support was available. 
They were encouraged to begin with a pilot that they could 
start immediately. The name, brand and the start of a project 
model existed, but it needed a space to get started. 

The Old Library building nearby is run by local organisation 
Rathbone, and currently houses a temporary public library. 
Rathbone were interested to see what potential there was 
to make the most of the public nature of the library building, 
and agreed to host a ten week pilot of the Library of Things.

The project developed a model based on trust and 
membership. People could donate something to join - either 
an unwanted item, or their time or advice, and then start to 
borrow. Emmaus, a local furniture recycling organisation, 
helped PAT test electrical items. The Library of Things team 
went on to self-train in PAT testing, creating a new Civic 
Proficiency skill. Flyers and posters were produced, and 
the group took a stall at the Feast market to meet people, 
introduce the idea and gather donated items.

Library of Things launched with a maker day in the library 
upcycling shelves, lockers and storage furniture. It then 
opened every Wednesday evening and Saturday for ten 
weeks.

Project influences

•	 Leila borrowing shop, Berlin - members drop off an item 
and can borrow anything in the shop

•	 Toronto Tool Library - based in the library offering use 
of DIY tools and equipment

•	 Ecomodo - online network for sharing and lending rarely 
used items 

Commitment
Drop in

Participation
Share 
Give

Development
Co-build
Support
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Library of Things

Total
£346

Age of project
(months) 4

People at 
Maker Day 13

Members 100

Walk-ins 500+

Gave item 64

Borrowed item 20

No of participation 
opportunities 150
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PAT testing course 
DVD

£77

Equipment £184 

Print (flyers, vinyls, 
membership cards)

£45

Local Residents

Open Works Team

West Norwood Feast

Rathbone

Old Library

Emmaus

Big Yellow (storage)

Toronto Tool Library

O2 (funding)

Discovery Design Launch Development

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

Library of Things - Project data

EvaluationExecution
 1 11  15  19    6      9 16 27            4 16     2 25 29     19     13

Emma, Rebecca and James 
inspired by Leila sharing shop in 
Berlin

Visit Open Works HQ to talk 
about idea

10 week pilot 
planned

Growing 
membership + 
stock of donated 
Things

Talk at Festival of 
Ideas and host Trade 
Schools at Library of 
Things using tools

Stall at Feast

Host 10 week pilot - open 
Wednesday evenings and 
Saturday daytimes

Pilot ended - 150 Things 
in storage

Team developing model 
for Phase 2

Call out in 
newsletter

Initial interest + first 
items donated

Social media

Flyers + posters

Open Works team brainstorm 
potential spaces + make 
introduction to Rathbone in Old 
Library

Open Works team advise on 
project model and process

CEO Rathbone meets team 
and agrees to space use

Library of Things brand, logo, 
website, materials

Inspiration Discovery and Design

Launch

Execution

Evaluation

Development

start
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How it developed

The pilot phase surfaced a high level of interest in the idea. 
Initially donations were easier to gather and borrowing took 
longer to happen as people took time to build familiarity with 
the concept. As more borrowing developed, the group also 
brokered some individual peer to peer lending. A successful 
funding bid to 02 was spend on newer tools to expand the 
range and quality of items.  After ten weeks, the pilot ended 
and the items were put into storage. The website lists the 
inventory and people can request to borrow items online. 
Library of Things has currently incorporated as company, 
and is seeking funding, and exploring potential spaces in 
Lambeth to re-open.

Participants experiences

Participants reported that the Library of Things was a really 
attractive and inspiring concept that made practical sense. 
People felt proud to take part and help it start, and were 
positive about the fact that it connected to both economic 
and environmental concerns. Some people wanted access 
to more trade tools, or advice on how to use things. There 
was a sense of uncertainty now the pilot had ended, along 
with an understanding that the project was looking for more 
permanent premises to re-open.

Outcomes

Participants donated tools and equipment creating a 
communal stock of useful items, and thought that more 
sharing and lending would start to build trust in the 
neighbourhood. People mentioned gardening, DIY, camping 
and cooking projects in the future they would want to borrow 
items for. Some reported a higher awareness of the need 
to reduce waste or recycle goods. People who took part in 
the Maker Day reported learning new skills in upcycling.

“People from all over West Norwood came along to have 
a look and were surprised by the idea and thought it was 
fantastic. That project engaged lots of sections of the 
community. There are a lot of people who can’t afford 
certain things so it was a real opportunity for people to 
benefit from using different kit.”

“It was nice working with other people... upcycling things 
to go in the library.  Nice working as a team and learning 
some new skills. Like doing painting and woodwork, using 
this electric sander... It was just a positive thing to be 

involved in and it’s nice to know I was being helpful in 
setting it up.”

“You had to give to borrow. So you had to donate an item 
or your time in order to borrow but it was completely 
based on trust. You are buying into a sense of community 
when you take part. People were incredulous about that, 
people were really astonished, that was really interesting 
to me, that people are suspicious of one another, so maybe 
that chipped away some of that and that’s a good thing.”

“I was planning to buy a juicer, so I thought I would borrow 
one of their juicers instead – so it was kind of like “I’ve 
got something I’m not using and you’ve got something 
I’m interested in”. I’m conscious of all those things we 
bring to the skips, the impact on the environment, and 
it’s not only that I could save money by trying something 
out before buying it, and that I could give someone the 
opportunity to give something that I have – it also won’t 
end up on a skip, it won’t create extra waste – I like that 
about it as well.“

“Finding people to borrow things was harder. Because 
that requires time for you to come around and show me 
what to do, know about the Library of Things, think that 
you may want to borrow it, it is quite an involved process. 
So there were a lot of donations and things that people 
otherwise would have taken to the charity shop and not 
as many people borrowing but that was more the nature 
of the project.”

“I thought it was a great way of borrowing stuff that you 
may not need all the time but you may find handy. Such 
as gardening and kitchen stuff. I though that was a great 
idea! I have some kitchen equipment I never ever use and 
I can donate that and people can use them and vice versa. 
For example I have shared garden tools and if I want to 
do something then I can borrow things. So the moment 
it was set-up, I dropped in.”

“It has increased my awareness of the whole economy of 
lending, rather than Ebay-ing or throwing something out, 
actually circulating things, so that’s certainly come to the 
forefront of my mind.”

5

1

2

3

4-4

-3

-2

-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?
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“I think it’s a brilliant idea. There’s 
plenty of things I might want to use 
but it would be pointless to buy them 
because maybe you need them for just 
one thing. So having the opportunity 
to share things like this would be really 
brilliant.”

Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 5 9

Number of spaces 1 5 9

Number of initiating groups 1 5 9

Number of participants 93 400 720

Number of events /
activities

23 120 360

Number of participation
opportunities

93 1200 3600

Frequency Twice a week for 10 weeks Open weekly - staggered
launches throughout the year

Open weekly plus staggered 
launches throughout the year

LOCATIONS

Where High street - old library

Library, charity shops, local 
parades, estates, makerspace, 
The Stitch, Public Gardener tool 
sheds, mobile van

Library, charity shops, local
parades, estates, makerspace, 
The Stitch, Public Gardener tool 
sheds, mobile van

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer and 
becomes more socially
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access

Low cost barrier
Donate item or time to join as 
a member and have access to 
borrowing

No cost barrier 
Donation or lending equipment 
optional

No cost barrier 
Donation or lending equipment 
optional

Age Child - retired Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation and 
introduction

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype / test

Scaling - amount of participation

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Scaling - personal to professional
Prototyped as single entity social 
enterprise / paid membership 
model

Members share organisation 
(generic sharing version). Access 
to equipment to start ventures.

Members share organisation 
(generic sharing version). Access 
to equipment to start ventures.

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Hosted by local organisation in 
old library, items borrowed by 
Bzz Garage project, PAT testing 
and equipment donated by local 
orgs

Repair Cafes, makerspaces, 
Great Cook, The Stitch, Public 
Jam, Open Orchard, other local 
projects

Repair Cafes, makerspaces, 
Great Cook, The Stitch, Public 
Jam, Open Orchard, other local 
projects

Diversification	of	model

Mobile sites
Specialist - gardening, toys,
DIY, cooking
Many items for large scale 
activities e.g. batch cooking

Mobile sites
Specialist - gardening, toys,
DIY, cooking
Many items for large scale 
activities e.g. batch cooking

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £346 £1000 per site Total £4000 £1000 per site Total £4000

Future investment
New equipment
Repairs and maintenance
Storage

New equipment
Repairs and maintenance
Storage

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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About

The Joinery is a project that brings together people with 
skills, and work opportunities that need them. It connects 
local ventures or enterprises that need more enthusiasm and 
knowledge,  and people who have skills they would like to 
use and don’t currently have the opportunity to. 

Participating in the network of projects and supporting local 
ventures helps people build confidence and experiences, 
expand their networks and increase employment 
opportunities. The extra skills, time and enthusiasm helps 
build the capacity and impact of local ventures.

How it started

Through a personal introduction, someone who was using 
her experience from a career in recruitment to develop an 
enterprise which would help people back into employment 
came to The Open Works to find out what support might 
be available.

She was particularly interested in working with people who 
were skilled but struggling to gain employment, perhaps 
through language barriers, confidence or having had a break 
from work.

The plan was to develop a platform project that would 
connect existing skills and work opportunities, and draw on 
the range of skills in the community. The diversity of classes 
already offered through Trade School gave a snapshot of the 

the variety and level of learning opportunities that would be 
possible to arrange.

How it developed

The Joinery was launched at the Festival of Ideas in October, 
with a Trade School class on “How to write an eye-catching 
CV”; a short talk by the founder; and a call out in the 
newspaper for anyone interested to find out more or join.

There was interest from a local business in finding people to 
help them expand, and people who attended the Trade School 
class were interested to find out more about opportunities 
to work. The founder was invited to join the Civic Incubator 
Programme to develop the venture more fully, but her job 
changed and she was no longer able to commit the time. 

Currently The Joinery has been developed to an early concept 
and launch stage, and requires further prototyping and 
development.

008 

The Joinery

Commitment
Scheduled Programme

Participation
Share

Development
Kickstart
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009 
Festival of Ideas

About

Open to the Public was a co-produced festival of project ideas, 
including activities already happening in West Norwood and 
inspiration from further afield. It was designed to introduce 
many more people to the Open Works. 

There were lots of opportunities to take part on the day: 
including Public Jam, Trade School classes, short talks, 
project launches such as The Stitch, project planning such 
as the Open Orchard, and an interactive exhibition and 
space to share ideas. The activities were co-produced by 
over 60 people offering their time, enthusiasm, knowledge, 
experience and skills, and hosted in nine spaces around the 
high street.

How it started

Around 350 people had joined as members and the first 
projects had launched. The festival and accompanying 
newspaper, which was door-dropped to 6000 homes around 
the high street, was designed in order to create an open invite 
for everyone in West Norwood to join; to widen awareness 
and scale up participation; and to launch new projects. 

The progress made to date created confidence that there 
would be interest from people, the existing network of 
projects created opportunities to take part and inspiration for 
more ideas, and the time-bound nature of The Open Works 
prototype created an impetus to build as much momentum 

and scale as possible to see what impact there might be with 
higher participation.

How it developed

The newspaper format proved effective in creating wider 
interest and excitement, and in sharing the concept behind 
The Open Works - collaboratively re-designing our daily lives 
to create productive, connected places to live. 

The festival took place over one day, so it proved useful in 
gaining momentum, but was a temporary experience. The 
second festival was developed as a whole season of activities 
over six weeks, to give people an opportunity to experience 
a density and regularity of participation.

Participants experiences

Participants reported enjoying the day, having a higher 
awareness of the variety of things going on as part of The 
Open Works, and feeling part of something bigger, with a 
sense of community. 

Commitment
Drop in

Participation
Barter
Share 
Host

Development
Kickstart
Co-build
Co-design
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Festival of Ideas

Age of project
(days) 1

Attendances 270

Number of 
people involved 270

No of participation 
opportunities 365
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Portico Gallery

West Norwood Feast

Frangipani Cafe

Beamish & McGlue

SRA

Rathbone, Old Library

Floral Hall - shop and garden centre

L’Arche Craft Workshop

Play Lab

Makerhood

BeamBlock

South London Makerspace

People’s Kitchen Brixton

Bootstrap Bees
Total
£4353

Newspaper & delivery £2443

Posters, flyers, signs £534 

Exhibition £691

Project flyers £295

Equipment £390

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

Festival of Ideas - Project data

Discovery Design Launch Execution
                              3  17    5  15 25

Co-produced festivals e.g.
Futureshift

Co-produced festival with 
participation opportunities, and 
project launches designed by 
team

Launch at Feast 
market - large scale 
posters, flyers, 
street signs

Launch 
Civic Incubator

Play Streets 
at Festival

Launch 
Open Orchard

Growing spaces 
+ planting groups

Launch 
Public Office

PlayLab at
Festival

Launch 
Public Play

Continue to fill schedule 
and organise project 
activities, talks, interactive 
exhibition, project launches

Launch 
The Stitch

Department of
Tinkerers develops 
later

Hold Festival - 
270 people
attend

2 week Festival feasibility
testing period

6 weeks before - 
decision to go ahead

Begin to fill up schedule Ask people for possible 
participation

Produce newspaper Distribute 6000 
newspapers

Inspiration

Development

Discovery and Design

Launch
Communication                  
/ Invitation

Action

start

1. L’Arche Garden, 21 Idminston Road. 2. Rathbone Garden, 8 Chatsworth Road. 
3. West Norwood Health and Leisure Centre, 25 Devane Way. 4. Tivoli Park, 
Knights Hill. 5. The Point, Holderness Way. 6. Beamish & McGlue, 461 Norwood 
Road. 7. Floral Hall Garden Centre, Adjacent to 17 Lansdowne Hill. 8. Floral Hall, 
370 - 372 Norwood Road 9. L’Arche Craft Workshop, 11-14 Norwood Highstreet 
10. Rathbone, Old Library, 14-16 Knight’s Hill. 11. Festival HQ, Portico Gallery, 23A 
Knights Hill. 12. SRA, 45 Knight’s Hill. 13. Frangipani, 96 Knights Hill. 
14. Bzz Garage, Arriva Garage, Ernest Avenue.
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“I loved the idea of the jam making, and 
that it was apples from the local area. 
I think that you start looking at your 
neighbourhood and noticing what’s 
around and thinking: ‘Oh could we do 
that again?’ 

Everybody was really proud of what 
we made, what we created, and then 
you had the relish or the jam, and you 
could tell people...this is from the area!”

Participant

Outcomes

People report being more aware of local projects and the 
opportunities to take part. Participants made new connections, 
learnt new skills, and gathered ideas that supported the 
development of their projects. 

Facts and figures from the day

• 270 participants 
• 60 co-producers
• 7 hours
• 11 project founder talks
• 15 Trade School lessons
• 2 walking tours
• 28 members join The Stitch
• 35 objects made from West Norwood clay
• 11 objects dismantled in Play Lab
• 12 people planning the Open Orchard
• 6 families planning Play Streets
• 5 new projects started
• 26 applications for the Civic Incubator
• 17 organisational collaborators
• 5000 newspapers delivered
• 250 jars of public jam made
• 1 public jam label designed
• 5kg plums
• 1kg red chilli peppers
• 2 massive cooking pots
• 10 chopping boards
• 1 local industrial kitchen

“I personally really enjoyed the optimism and the sense 
of celebration that comes with festivals like that.” 

“I think there’s a lot of interest from the whole community 
about what’s going on and what can be done, sharing ideas 
and learning new skills to become more sustainable.” 

“I love the idea of the way the jam was given out. So 
you weren’t necessarily on the jam making but you might 
have got some jam because you were part of something 
else. So I think creating those sort of connections are 
really interesting.”

“Having that platform to speak about Library of Things 
and a group of people to talk to reinforced the feeling 
of confidence in what we were doing. And getting an 
affirmation and interest from more and more people - 
that felt like a great opportunity.”

“Printed copies of the beautiful crafted newspaper just 
captured the imagination and a sense of belonging that 
you can’t get from a tweet. And it was exciting to see our 
project in the newspaper alongside other projects - that 
was a great example of being part of something bigger.”

“It sounds like a big thing, I think it was two hundred jars 
of jam. But it’s do-able! With just a few people you can 
achieve these things, and you’re working in a team.”

“It was great, with all the jam making and I went to some 
of the seminars, it was brilliant. Just to try different things 
and get talking to different people and get involved.”



010
Open Orchard

About

The Open Orchard project encourages planting fruit trees 
in public spaces. Mapping, linking and planting fruit trees 
across the neighbourhood to make better use of shared 
green spaces and build resilience in the future by growing 
more locally. 

The opportunity to share and learn growing skills develops a 
network of Public Gardeners. Open access to locally grown 
produce and communal harvesting and making such as 
Public Jam, promotes healthy eating and sharing between 
residents and neighbours. Shared tool sheds create new 
public gardening infrastructure. 

How it started

Regular developmental evaluation discussions highlighted 
a lot of interest around the Bzz Garage growing project - 
including the numbers of people who took part on the day, 
subsequent offers of support and shared resources, and 
positive responses by email, social media and passersby. 
The emergent hypothesis was that this was due to the very 
practical, visible and immediate nature of growing and 
planting in public. The decision was made to design the Open 
Orchard project and scale up the growing opportunities. 

Project influences

•	 Fallen Fruit, California - communally harvesting ripe fruit, 
planting and mapping trees, public fruit jams

•	 Abundance, Sheffield - harvesting and sharing seasonal 
gluts

•	 London Orchard project - planting fruit trees across 
London

•	 Tree Musketeers, Hackney - residents working together 
to care for trees in shared green spaces

How it developed

One of the Bzz Garage growing days was attended by the 
Chair of the local park group. Following a brief conversation 
around the potential of fruit trees in the park, a small group 
walked up the hill for a site visit to see if there was a suitable 
location for the trees. A large printed scale map of the area 
was put up in the shop HQ and people were invited to map 
other potential locations during open days. Following an 
open call for people who were interested to plant and care 
for fruit trees in publicly accessible land, more personal 
introductions and site visits, a growing network of interested 
people and spaces were invited to host a conversation to 
launch the project at the Festival of Ideas. 

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Share 
Give

Development
Co-build
Co-design
Design
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Total
£2428

Age of project
(months) 6

No of orchard sites 8

No of initiating 
groups 6

Sessions 8

Attendances 110

Number of 
people involved 75

No of participation 
opportunities 160
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Trees £1293

Signs £148 

Badges £79

Stakes and ties £242

Tree guards £403

Flyers and posters £263

Project cost breakdown

O
pen O

rchard

Lambeth Living

Arriva

West Norwood Leisure Centre

The Point

Palace Road Nature Garden

Rathbone

Freshview (Lambeth Council)

L’Arche

Tivoli Park

Hillside Gardens Park

Co-produced by

1

4

5

7

8

3

1. Palace Road Estate. 2. Hillside Gardens Park 3. L’Arche Garden, 21 Idminston 
Road. 4. Rathbone Garden, 8 Chatsworth Road. 5. West Norwood Health and 
Leisure Centre, 25 Devane Way 6. Bzz Garage, Arriva Garage, Ernest Avenue. 
7. Tivoli Park, Knights Hill. 8. The Point, Holderness Way. 9. Old allotments, 
Crown Point.

Discovery Design Launch Development Execution
                              1 11  16    25      20 27   15 18   12 19 29 31 1  6 12 15 21          8

The Fallen Fruit project - lots of 
existing fruit trees mapped and 
new ones planted, plus Public Jam

Bzz Garage project launches 
with lots of support and 
interest - project highly 
visible and engaging

Public Jam concept designed and 
feasability explored

Build relationships and local teams 
of enthusiasts - 6 initiating teams 
formed

Logistics, places, trees, equipment, 
newspaper, posters/flyers

Plant 67 fruit trees in 9 locations

Visit sites for public fruit.

Invite jam 
makers to lead

Ingredients 
and equipment 
sourced

Jam label designed 
by member

Site visit 4

Site visit 1

Site visit 2 Site visit 3

Pubilc Jam launched at the Open 
to the Public festival - participants 
make 200 jars of jam over the day

Opportunity to build on 
enthusiasm for growing 
public places

Open Orchard concept designed 
and feasibility explored

Open Orchard launched at the Open 
to the Public Festival - 12 people 
attend first planning meeting

Inspiration Inspiration & connection

Feasibility & designFeasibility & design

Teams & developmemt

Project management Action

Project launchProject launch

start

Open Orchard - Project data

2

9

6
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“I don’t think a lot of people are aware 
of the possibility of public spaces, I 
don’t think they know that they’re 
public in a way. 

They just see an area that’s maybe 
maintained by the council that they 
walk their dog on.

But we can affect those areas because 
they’re our areas. It’s all our space.”

Participant
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Each site had a local lead group who invited people to 
planting days, confirmed the sites for trees and brought 
along refreshments and tools on the day. Materials were 
created for each group to use including posters, flyers, 
Public Gardener badges, outdoor signs and tree aftercare 
information. Participants on the planting days ranged from 
skilled gardeners to beginners, and each day began with a 
tree planting demonstration before everyone helped put in 
trees, stakes and tree-guards. Passersby stopped to share 
tales of orchards in the parks 50 or more years ago, and apple 
scrumping when they were children.

The network of garden spaces are now working together and 
have plans for future harvesting, jam making and knowledge 
sharing activities.

Participants experiences

Participants report enjoying the opportunity to come together 
around a practical, outdoor activity, and to meet a new mix 
of people. Many people mention the concept that planting 
trees has a long term impact, and liked creating a new source 
of shared food. People also enjoyed learning how to plant, 
and sharing skills and equipment.

Outcomes

Many participants said they met a mix of people that they 
wouldn’t have otherwise met, and that it contributed to a new 
sense of community and connections around the project. 
Organising groups felt it gave them a reason to make new 
connections and higher visibility. Participants report feeling 
more confident, encouraged and enthusiastic, and that they 
now have a higher interest and new ideas for community 
activity. There are plans for future events associated with the 
Open Orchard and one person took the initiative to explore 
another potential site. People report feeling positive about 
the lasting impact of planting trees on the future of the area.

“I do like planting trees, because I feel there’s a lasting 
impact – so when you’ve moved on, and you don’t even live 
around here, hopefully some of those trees are still surviving 
and people will be picking apples off them.”

“Planting the trees is really just the beginning. There’s 
already talk of, in the Autumn or maybe the Summer, we’ll 
have a walking tour from site to site so different groups 
can see different sites. And we know that there are some 
existing fruit trees in the area. We’ll get together anywhere 
and we’ll make jam. And we’ll do a session in the Autumn 

where we’ll maybe go and prune them and look after them. 
And so that I think will be really strong.” 

“It made me realise that it’s very important to have regular 
contact with nature. Something as simple as digging 
the soil puts you in contact with nature and makes you 
respect nature more. I think that’s something that’s missing 
nowadays in society.” 

“I just looked forward to going to these sessions, I’m not 
a fantastically gregarious person, but I’ve enjoyed going 
down and working with these people.”

“Everyone was focused on getting those trees planted, it 
was raining as well but that didn’t seem to dampen anyone’s 
spirits. It was just one of those nice things to do and I felt 
good afterwards.”

“I noticed that very different people who did not know each 
other would communicate in a very friendly and open way 
regardless of background and age…it was something that 
brought people together.”

“It’s also inspired me to read more about gardening and 
outdoor activities - I read about guerilla gardening - and 
when I walk around now and see tree pits, I think, what 
can be done here? I even found an area near me for a tree 
and wrote to the council - they sent a very nice letter back 
explaining that it was a private area, but I took the initiative 
there and thought I could change that. So you do have a 
better understanding of what’s possible.”

“It’s been really encouraging that we’ve had double as 
many as people as trees that were planted. So I really get 
the feeling that what we could do in the future, the first few 
years, is to meet every few months in a different orchard 
and share a few skills. Maybe we need to do some pruning 
and then everyone comes to one orchard who can do the 
training and then everyone can go back into their own 
orchards. It feels like that there has been a community that 
has been built around this project.”

“It was beautiful, really nice, really nice energy, really fun... 
just really motivating and heartening to know that there’s 
people who are doing this kind of thing that I can be a 
part of it.”

“I think the next step for us is to make contact with some 
of the people who live in the houses very close to the edge 
of the park, because what I’m hoping is we can ask to put 
a hose over from a back garden, so in the Summer months, 
just once a week, we can take a bucket or two and get water 
from that to water the trees.”

5
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4-4
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-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 8 20 35

Number of trees 67 200 350

Number of spaces 1 kitchen 10 kitchen 15 kitchen

Number of initiating groups 6 12 18

Number of participants 75 200 350

Number of events /
activities

8 66 97

Number of participation
opportunities

110 528 776

Frequency Weekly - over 2 month
planting season

Planting day 1 per site
Network meeting 6 per year
Maintenance 2 per site

Planting day 1 per site
Network meeting 6 per year
Maintenance 2 per site
Harvesting 6 per year

LOCATIONS

Where High street, parks, leisure
centre, estates, local orgs

High street, parks, leisure
centre, estates, local orgs,
private gardens, allotments,
GP surgery, police station,
schools, rooftops

High street, parks, leisure
centre, estates, local orgs,
private gardens, allotments,
GP surgery, police station,
schools, rooftops

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer and 
becomes more socially
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Dispersed across 3 wards Increased local instances Increased local instances

Economic access No cost barrier
Gifted equipment optional

No cost barrier
Gifted equipment optional

No cost barrier
Gifted equipment optional

Age Child - retired Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation;
and accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype and test, build
network of Public Gardners

Scaling - amount of participation

New orchard locations, Public 
Gardener tool sheds, local 
interest groups, mini-platforms, 
network of private greenhouses 
and gardens for production

New orchard locations, Public 
Gardener tool sheds, local 
interest groups, mini-platforms, 
network of private greenhouses 
and gardens for production

Scaling - personal to professional
From home gardener to
professional urban growing
and food enterprise

From home gardener to 
professional urban growing
and food enterprise

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Many organisations
involved in co-production

Expand network of connected 
growing spaces and food 
producers

Expand network of connected 
growing spaces and food 
producers

Diversification	of	model
Public Jam, other local fruit
products (cider, chutney,
jam), Public Chickens and Bees

Public Jam, other local fruit
products (cider, chutney,
jam), Public Chickens and Bees

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £305 per site
Total £2440

Lower cost through bulk
purchase discounts.
Estimate £250 per site
Total £3000

Lower cost through bulk
purchase discounts.
Estimate £220 per site
Total £3300

Future investment

Setting up Public
Gardeners tool sheds and food 
production equipment and 
polytunnels / greenhouses

Setting up Public
Gardeners tool sheds and food 
production equipment and 
polytunnels / greenhouses

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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Rock Paper Scissors

About

Rock Paper Scissors is a collective shop - a large group of 
makers and aspiring traders sharing a high street retail space. 
People were invited to join with either a few items to test 
trade or a more established brand and products. Shops can 
be hosted on a shared rota or looked after by one person in 
return for commission.

Partnering with existing high street shops maximises space 
use and allows organisations to innovate on their business 
model. Sharing space and working collectively reduces the 
risk and cost to people wanting to earn a living through 
making and selling. The flexibility of the model means that 
people who are at school or at home with children can also 
grow their retail ideas.

How it started

Conversations at the Open Works HQ surfaced a high level of 
interest in box shop and shared shop concepts. At the same 
time, partnering on Trade School and The Stitch had created 
a growing collaboration with the L’Arche Craft Workshop 
- a space which combines a workshop and adjoining high 
street retail shop. There was an existing relationship with 
the founders of Makerhood Lambeth - a network of makers 
across the borough - who had held meetings at The Work 
Shop, the phase preceding The Open Works. 

L’Arche wanted to increase connections with the local 
community to broaden their model of caring for people with 
learning disabilities, Makerhood were growing their network 
in West Norwood and The Open Works wanted to create 
new low barrier retail opportunities - so  the team initiated a 
conversation about a potential collaboration and box shop.

Rock Paper Scissors launched at the Festival of Ideas with 
an open call for makers. Around 30 people attended a 
meeting about joining the collective. Processes for cashing 
up, accessing keys and insurance were organised between 
the partners. The shop front was fitted out with new window 
vinyls and display furniture. Makers were invited to attend a 
welcome induction and bring stock to fill the shop.

Rock Paper Scissors opened for business for the six weeks 
up to Christmas.

Project influences

• Hub Shop Rotterdam - shared box shop, maker network 
and products with social impact

• Makerhood - network supporting and promoting makers 
across Lambeth

• Concept shops - mix of curated products with a strong 
concept or style

• Mixed retail - shops with unusual combinations such as  
a laundromat cafe, skills classes and related equipment 
shop, or a barber and florist

Open sourceCommitment
Regular

Participation
Share
Host

Development
Design
Co-build
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Local residents

Open Works Team

FEAST

James Wilson Coffee Shop

L’Arche

Lambeth Weekender

Makerhood

Rock Paper Scissors

Total Shop 1
£643
Total Shop 2
£495

Total
£1138

Items Shop 1 Shop 2

Shop fit out £235 £300

Window vinyls £127 £135

Flyers & posters £228 £60

Insurance £53

Age of project
(months) 6

Number of shops 2

Sessions 35

Attendances 167

Number of 
people involved 61

No. of participation 
opportunities 203
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Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

Rock Paper Scissors - Project data

Discovery Design Launch Prototyping Design Launch Re - Launch

Hub Shop in Rotterdam, box 
shops emerging elsewhere, Maker-
hood, high street incubators such 
as PopUpHood

Relationship with L’Arche
Garden led to introduction  
to L’Arche Craft Workshop

Newsletter to Makerhood and 
Open Works members + Open to 
the Public newsletter inviting them 
to attend meeting and sell in the 
shop

Meeting with makers 22 Oct:
34 people attended and 23 people 
agreed to prototype the collective shop 
from the 2 Nov until Christmas

Shop fit out Rock Paper Scissors opens  
at L’Arche workshop on 2 Nov (a 
FEAST market day)

Launch 2nd stage 28 
Feb

Development team formed1st stage prototype trial complete 
21 Dec

Evaluate

Opportunity to design a 
project for the organisation 
and residents to work together 
around making and the shop

L’Arche and Makerhood meetings 
to build collaboration

Rock Paper Scissors
concept designed  
and launch planned

Meet James Wilson 
Coffee Shop 23 Nov

Visits and meetings to 
build collaboration

Shop fit out

Meeting with makers Launch promoted as part of Out 
in the Open season of events

Makers manage opening hours 
through whole team rota

Inspiration Inspiration & connection

Feasibility & designInvitation to makers

Teams & development Shop 1 Launch prototype

Project management

Shop 1 Re-launch  
at L’Arche

Project development

Project development Shop 2 Launch at JWCS

start

                             3   1 9  14 22    1 2    4 6 10 17 18  19 21   13 22  24   12 28

011 ROCK PAPER SCISSORS 011 ROCK PAPER SCISSORS

338 339



011 ROCK PAPER SCISSORS

341

How it developed

During the Phase 1 pilot, makers created Twitter and 
Facebook accounts, organised a Meet the Makers event 
and competition for Small Business Saturday, shared a stall 
at the Feast market, and changed the opening hours to focus 
on weekends and market days.

Early stage makers and hobbyists made their first ever sales, 
makers supported each other with advice on display and 
pricing, and began to develop new products in response to 
feedback from customers. Some makers joined The Stitch 
and tested new textile patterns and products with others.

Rock Paper Scissors was one of the most complex projects - 
the shared rota and number of people involved meant that 
the volume of communication was high, the retail and financial 
aspect meant a level of detail and process was necessary, and 
sharing the shop space fairly could occasionally be difficult. 
Time and effort is needed to establish a mutually beneficial 
collective, rather than a competitive group of sellers.

Over the course of Phase 1 a leadership group emerged 
and developmental meetings about a potential second site 
began. The second site at James Wilson Coffee Shop (JWC) 
had space for each maker to have their own box to design 
and display. This created a progression opportunity from 
L’Arche for first time sales with no commission in return for 
hosting and helping in the workshop, to JWC with a box per 
maker, and space for more developed products in return for 
commission. 

Rock Paper Scissors 1 re-opened after Christmas and has 
a growing number of makers joining. Rock Paper Scissors 
2 launched and co-located with Trade School classes and 
Public Office to encourage more visitors, and the makers 
also created an an art exhibition and craft workshops. Both 
sites are currently open, and the makers hold development 
meetings each month.

Participants experiences

Participants reported Rock Paper Scissors was a positive 
opportunity to test products in a low risk environment, 
make money, and gain exposure for their business. Sharing 
responsibility for hosting the shop built a sense of teamwork. 
Some mentioned that they found that experience of working 
and communicating as a group could be frustrating. Some 
correctly recognised that the shop needed to attract higher 
footfall to be financially viable long term.

Outcomes

Participants were able to sell products and test new ranges 
which many people report increased their confidence. Many 
mentioned new work connections, and two who were in 
between employment felt positive to have something to 
add to a CV. Participants report developing new hobbies and 
instigating new projects as a result of participating. Many 
participants said that they found the experience inspiring, 
and working as a collective allowed them to develop and 
share skills.

“I’d say all the people I met in Rock, Paper, Scissor have 
been very supportive of me, even though most of them, 
if not all, were more forward in their journey, but they’ve 
given me plenty of advice and tips. And it feels good to 
have people backing you up.”

“I like to call myself a textile designer, I learnt how to knit 
and I wanted to sell the things that I make for a long time, 
but I have been scared and I don’t know how to navigate the 
whole designing, producing selling field. I dedicated some 
time to it last year and I found Rock Paper Scissors and I 
though it was great.  I could put some things in the shops 
and see how it goes. It was a nice baby-step introduction 
into selling my things.”

“I can’t speak for the whole high street but it has given 
people who have wanted to buy locally that option. I tend 
to go to big shops, and it has made me more aware, and 
made me feel more like I want to make things myself and 
after meeting other makers, to buy independently.”

“I was very nervous in the shop, having to deal with the 
money side, so that was definitely quite interesting to do. 
I realised I do enjoy having a little shop and it is something 
that I’d like to do permanently.”

“It was positive from the point of view that I’d never really 
sold my art. Meeting other people who have been selling 
their work for a little while. It’s been a good communal 
network opportunity as well. That was definitely a big 
positive and it’s been a big encouragement.”
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Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent
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“It can be quite daunting if you are making 
things, because you think: How can I start 
making these? How can I put this into a shop? 

But knowing that there are projects and spaces 
like these will encourage people to give it go 
and turn their ideas into a reality and try and 
sell them on the high street.”

Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 2 collaborations with
existing shops

3 collaborations with
existing shops
1 market stall monthly
1 stand-alone box shop
1 makers concept shop

4 collaborations with
existing shops
2 market stalls monthly
2 stand-alone box shops
2 makers concept shops

Number of spaces 2 6 10

Number of Initiating groups 1 collective network 1 collective network 1 collective network

Number of events /
activities

35 Dependent on activity Dependent on activity

Number of participants 61

Collaborations = 50 makers
Stand-alone box shop = 30
Concept shop = 4
Other participants = 16
Total = 100

Collaborations = 65 makers
Stand-alone box shop = 60
Concept shop = 8
Other participants = 37
Total = 170

Number of participation
opportunities

167 400 600

Frequency
Daily opening hours
Monthly collective meetings
Ad hoc launches / events

Daily opening hours
Monthly collective meetings
Monthly markets
Ad hoc launches / events

Daily opening hours
Monthly collective meetings
Monthly markets
Ad hoc launches / events

LOCATIONS

Where 2 high street locations Wider town centre
catchment

Wider town centre
catchmente

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO 
OPPORTUNITES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer and 
becomes more socially
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Scaling Years 1-3

Economic access

Personal insurance required
£35 p/a
Model 1 - free to sell in
return for time and skills
Model 2 - 10% commission
on sales

Personal insurance required - 
reduced cost through collective
purchasing
Model 1 - free to sell in
return for time and skills
Model 2 - 10% commission
on sales
Model 3 - whole shop

Personal insurance required - 
reduced cost through collective
purchasing
Model 1 - free to sell in
return for time and skills
Model 2 - 10% commission
on sales
Model 3 - whole shop

Age 25 - 55 16 - 80 16 - 80

Support to participate Independent participation;
and accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and
accompanied participationb

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project
Shop 1 £643
Shop 2 £495
Total = £1138

1 collaborative shop £550 1 collaborative shop £550

Future investment Investment into future 
businsesses

Investing in high street
premises - land cooperatives

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype and test, build makers 
collective

Scaling - amount of participation
Increase shops, improving range 
and quality of products, more 
customers

Increase shops, improving
range and quality of products, 
more customers, more local 
production of goods

Scaling - personal to professional

Creating progression
opportunities for people to
test trade new businesses
or become self-employed

Growing progression
opportunities for people to
test trade new businesses
or become self-employed

Continuum from early test
traders, self employed
makers and shop owners.

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Co-location with Trade School 
and The Stitch - to build non 
commercial relationships. 
Situated in existing cafe and 
charity to innovate on model.

Situated in more existing
businesses and organisations

Situated in more existing
businesses and organisations

Diversification	of	model Early shop
From small collective shops, to 
larger wholly owned concept 
shops

From small collective shops, to 
larger wholly owned concept 
shops

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT



012 
The Stitch

About

The Stitch is a regular meet up of people who knit, sew, tailor, 
upholster and craft together. Everyone is welcome to attend 
to share and learn skills, swap tips and get inspiration for 
their next creation. People bring projects they are working 
on, learn the basics, improve techniques and enjoy stitching 
in the company of others. They might be exploring interests, 
repairing rather than buying new, or designing products for 
a new business.

The open invite means that beginners and skilled makers alike 
can attend and the collaborative atmosphere encourages 
people to take it in turns to host. The donated equipment 
and shared materials means everyone has access to resources 
they can’t afford to buy or don’t have space to store at home.

How it started

Conversations in the high street HQ surfaced a high number 
of people interested in or skilled at making and crafting. 
In order to bring together people with shared interests 
and kickstart further project development, the first level 
activity organised by the team were Trade School classes in 
Introduction to Knitting and an Introduction to Sewing lead 
by two members. The classes were held in the L’Arche Craft 
Workshop, helping maximise the use of their space in the 
evenings. An interest in making and a desire for access to a 
functional shared space was further confirmed by the high 
attendance at a workshop on starting a shared makerspace. 

Following this, a new member joined after moving to the 
area. She had been part of a sewing cafe previously and 
was interested to start one locally. Having tested a couple of 
activities at the Craft Workshop, L’Arche were more confident 
in granting regular access on evenings and weekends. The 
name and logo for The Stitch was designed, and the project 
was launched at the Festival of Ideas.

Project influences

• Sweatshop Paris and Sewing Shop Amsterdam - local 
sewing shop, access to machines, material, patterns, 
and affordable classes

• Sewing Cafe in Brighton - people regularly bringing 
machines and projects to a cafe space

• Makerspaces - communal workshops
• Granny’s Finest, Amsterdam - bringing together young 

designers and skilled older makers to create high end 
fashion products

• TRAID Remade, UK - re-making and upcycling unwanted 
fashion items

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in
Regular

Participation
Share 
Give
Host

Development
Co-build
Co-design
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Total
£300
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Repair of donated 
sewing machines

£300

Local residents

Open Works team

Bzz Garage

L’Arche Craft Workshop

Rock Paper Scissors

Discovery Design

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

The Stitch - Project data

Age of project
(months) 6

Sessions 15

Attendances 109

Number of 
people involved 51

No of participation 
opportunities 150

Launch Prototyping Development Prototyping
             21                 30    25    8 15 22 29   13   10 17 24 31   4 7 7 14 21 25 28    

Shared high street making
spaces e.g. Sweatshop Paris,
Fabrications and Prick Your
Finger in London

Sewing Cafe new
member had attended in 
Brighton

Invite people to launch event at
Festival of Ideas through email
newsletter and printed
newspaper

Personal request to members to
host making Trade School classes 
at Stitch during Festival day

Over 30 people attend
launch day

Arranging access, keys,
storage for equipment

Regular weekly Stitch sessions 
on Saturdays 11am - 2pm 
with a different theme, skill or 
project each week including 
up-cycling clothes, making 
toys, bags, or cushions

Emergent employment
opportunity - requests to
commission work from the
group

Connection to makers from
Rock Paper Scissors shop and
banner made for Bzz Garage
project

Underused space at L’Arche
Craft Workshop - evenings and
weekends

High interest in previous Trade
School classes in knitting 
and sewing

The Stitch
Create project name and 
logo, agree to launch at 
Festival to gauge interest 
and build group

Materials + sewing machines
donated by group and local
business, a growing number of 
co-hosts within the group

Inspiration Inspiration 

Design

Discovery

Launch

Logistics

DevelopmentPrototypeEconomic development

start
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How it developed

Over 30 people signed up at the launch. Regular weekly 
sessions started the following week and have been running 
since then. A group of 6 co-hosts began taking it in turns to 
suggest projects,  share skills, welcome new people, make 
tea, and bring materials. Sewing machines were donated by 
a nearby clearance business, and a neighbour offered to help 
service them. The group started social media accounts, and 
created a website to spread the word further. 

The Stitch made a banner for the Bzz Garage for them to 
raise awareness during public events. Co-locating with Rock 
Paper Scissors means more makers have joined the group, 
and are testing and making products for sale.  Following the 
Civic Incubator, the group is exploring ideas to connect with 
charity shops locally to re-use and upcycle clothes, or invite 
more young designers and skilled older people to join and 
work together. There have been two offers of employment 
to the group - from a local business owner and the Council.

Participants experiences

The strongest theme participants reported is how enjoyable 
and uplifting an experience it is to be part of The Stitch. 
People are highly positive about how happy it makes them to 
be in an informal, friendly atmosphere, meeting and talking 
to people, being creative, and sharing skills. People remark 
positively on the range of backgrounds and skills across 
the group. One person wanted access to more technical 
equipment to do professional upholstery work.

Outcomes

Many people report being exposed to new ideas and 
making more things at home. Some have shared new skills 
with others, or invited them to take part. Co-hosting led to 
increased confidence in public speaking for two people, 
and one person mentioned testing new business ideas. One 
mentioned establishing a better work-life balance and several 
people report feeling more connected socially - some have 
made friends that they see outside the project. 

“It is nice to use skills I have got and learn new things too. 
But not in a formal ‘going to a class’ kind of way, which is 
something that I really like, I really like this way of sharing 
knowledge. And materials as well, everybody brings things 
and then we all use it, so that is a nice feeling. Especially 
the repurposing of stuff from charity shops.” 

“I bought myself a sewing box, so I’ve started fixing things 
which is brilliant, which I never used to do before. I’m also 
becoming more aware that we are living in a consumerist 

society, throwing things away and buying new things. And 
I don’t do that anymore.” 

“It was a nice small homely environment. Everybody was 
chatting about all different things. Not necessarily knitting 
or felt, just life.”

“It’s just made me really happy. It’s three hours of a week 
where I get to do the things that I love, and particularly 
since my son has been born, I’ve not had the time to do 
them. And it’s this guaranteed time to just go and enjoy 
myself in a really creative way.”

“I know there’s quite a few ladies who go that maybe don’t 
get that many conversations or meet-ups with people during 
the week, and this is quite an important place for them to 
come and have a few hours and to interact with everyone. 
And you can see, one of the women in particular the week 
before last said she actually felt really down that morning 
and having been to The Stitch that week she felt loads more 
positive and upbeat.”

“[Co-hosting] has been really good for me. Over the last 
couple of years I’ve had surgeries so I can’t speak that loud. 
It’s good to be out there again knowing I can do this.”

“I’ve sewn on my own my entire life – but I’ve never been to 
a communal sewing thing before. It was good fun, and made 
me do things that I otherwise wouldn’t have done at all.”
 
“I was trying to do a pattern which I tested at The Stitch, 
and a digital download as well. I’ve got other ideas for 
characters, maybe I can learn how to put that in a pattern. 
At The Stitch there are people there that know about pattern 
making and better techniques.”

“It’s made me make more connections with people, so I’ve 
got some people now that I would go out with, and socialise 
with on a different level – outside of The Stitch.”

5

1

2

3

4-4

-3

-2

-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?
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“I love it! I love the fact that we’ve been 
able to get a group of people together 
–we’re all passionate about it and we’ve 
all got different skills that we bring. 

The thing I’m really proud about is 
that there’s people from all different 
parts of the community - different ages, 
different nationalities. And everybody’s 
chatting, having tea, sharing ideas, and 
stitching together.”

Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 5 9

Number of spaces 1 5 9

Number of initiating groups 1 5 9

Number of participants 51 170 310

Number of events /
activities

15 110 188

Number of participation
opportunities

150 1100 1880

Frequency Weekly 75% monthly, 25% weekly 75% monthly, 25% weekly

LOCATIONS

Where High street organisation - under 
used workshop space

Community spaces, estates, local 
shops, cafes

Community spaces, estates, local 
shops, cafes

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer and 
becomes more socially
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access
No cost barrier
Gifted equipment and materials 
optional

No cost barrier 
Gifted equipment and materials 
optional

No cost barrier
Gifted equipment and materials 
optional

Age 25-65 Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation and 
introduction

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Start up - model design Prototype / test existing project 
idea - Sewing Cafe

Scaling - amount of participation

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency

Scaling - personal to professional
Testing new product ideas. 2 
offers to commission work from 
the group.

Making products to sell in Rock 
Paper Scissors and elsewhere. 
Commissioned to produce 
textile goods.

Members share organisation 
(generic sharing version). Access 
to equipment to start ventures.

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations Hosted by local organisation

Local shops and markets, 
sheltered accommodation, other 
organisations with space to host, 
charity shops, makerspaces

Local shops and markets, 
sheltered accommodation, other 
organisations with space to host, 
charity shops, makerspaces

Diversification	of	model Test specialist session 
Baby Stitch for parents

Upcycling second hand clothes 
from charity shops, working  
with young designers and 
experienced older makers, 
specialist fashion, baby, 
upholstery, housewares

Local manufacturing and open 
source textile patterns

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £300 - equipment repair £500 per site Total £2000 £500 per site Total £2000

Future investment
Equipment repair and new 
specialist items including plotter 
printer for downloaded patterns

Local manufacturing - light com-
mercial machinery

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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013 
Out in the Open Season

About

Out in the Open was a six week season of participation 
opportunities, with a full calendar of varied project activities, 
times, dates and venues. It was intended to create an 
experience for people to take part in a new participatory 
culture regularly, and embed participation into everyday life.

How it started

The Festival of Ideas - Open to the Public - had proved 
popular, but as it was held on a single day, the team thought 
there was a risk that for some people the experience was more 
like consuming a weekend event, and that they would return 
to their daily lives without further experiencing or shaping 
this new participatory culture.

At the same time, there were lots of activities happening 
across the different projects which had developed, so the 
opportunities to take part were growing in number and 
variety. The season was intended to bring these opportunities 
together in a coherent calendar and encourage people to 
participate more regularly.

Creating Out in the Open also helped to make the most of 
the final six weeks of The Open Works prototype, launched 
more new projects including Public Office and West Norwood 
Soup, and reinforced the platform as an ecosystem of 
interconnected projects and people.

How it developed

The team and project initiators worked together to plan 
project activities and fill the calendar. Activities were spread 
over different times and days, so people could choose to, 
for example, come to a Trade School one evening, join a 
Great Cook the next, and come to plant trees at the Open 
Orchard at the weekend. 

A second newspaper was created and door dropped 
around the high street - as the first had proved effective in 
communicating before the first festival.

The six weeks of activities gained a useful momentum; with 
regular and repeated opportunities to participate people 
built relationships both within and across projects, and the 
density of activity created an atmosphere of collaboration 
and potential.

Development
Kickstart

Participation
Barter
Buy
Share
Give
Host
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S I G N  U P  T O  T A K E  P A R T  O N  W W W . T H E O P E N W O R K S . O R G

JANUARY 2015 

BZZ GARAGE 
Bzz Field Trip! Join 
us on a visit bee 
friendly planting, 
urban food growing 
and bee hives in 
London. 

Email  
norwoodbzzgarage
@gmail.com for 
details

18
PUBLIC 
OFFICE 
Creative writing, film 
making and 
photography

Time: 10am-12pm
Venue: Frangipani, 
96 Knight's Hill

19
THE GREAT 
COOK 
Mouth watering 
Indonesian 
Chicken Curry

Host: Nelly Andon
Time: 6.30 - 8pm
Venue: SRA Kitchens

20
TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Sourdough Bread + 
Starter

Host: Ben Hyde
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm 
Venue: Portico 
Gallery

CIVIC 
INCUBATOR 
PROGRAMME 
Developing projects 
over 6 weeks.

21 22 23
BABY STITCH 
Come along and 
learn how to make 
things for your baby, 
and have the chance 
to chat and ask 
questions about 
parenthood with 
others. 

Hosted: Elisabetta 
Bencich
Time: 11am - 1pm
Venue: L'Arche Craft 
Workshop, 11-13 
Norwood High Street

ROCK PAPER 
SCISSORS 
NO.2 
OPENING 
James Wilson Coffee 
Shop 357 Norwood 
Road London  SE27 
9BQ 

24

25 26
BABY GREAT 
COOK 
Weaning meals for 
babies under 1 
years old

Host: Joanne Whaley
Time: 6.30 - 8pm
Venue: SRA Kitchens

TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Healthy Eating - 
juices and 
smoothies 

Host: Danae Dade 
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm 
Venue: Portico 
Gallery

27
CIVIC 
INCUBATOR 
PROGRAMME 
Developing projects 
over 6 weeks.

28
WEST 
NORWOOD 
SOUP 
Combining 
communal meals 
with crowd-funding 
for projects.

Time: 6.30 - 8.30pm
Venue: Otter Trading, 
Knights Hill

29 30
THE STITCH 
Time: 11am - 1pm
Venue: L'Arche Craft 
Workshop, 11-13 
Norwood High Street

OPEN 
ORCHARD 
TREE PLANTING 
Open Orchard 
Launch!

Time: 12pm - 2pm
Venue: Bzz Garage 
Ernest Avenue

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck 
Day

Time: All Day
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

31

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

1
PUBLIC 
OFFICE 
Creative writing, film 
making and 
photography

Time: 10am-12pm
Venue: Frangipani, 
96 Knight's Hill

2
THE GREAT 
COOK 
Pasta e fagioli: 
Bean Soup with 
Pasta

Host: Megan Marsh 
Time: 6.30 - 8pm
Venue: SRA Kitchens

TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Making jewellery 
with recycled 
objects

Host: Stefania 
Ghiandoni 
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm
Venue: James Wilson 
Coffee Shop

3
BABY TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Top 10 Tips for Your 
Newborn's First Few 
Weeks At Home

Host: Elisabetta 
Bencich
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm
Venue: Portico 
Gallery

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck
Time: 7pm onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

4 5
OPEN 
ORCHARD 
TREE PLANTING 
Tree Planting 
Masterclass

Time: 2pm - 4pm
Venue: L'Arche 
Garden Project 
21 Idmiston Road 
SE27 9HE

6
THE STITCH 
The Stitch is a regular 
meet up of people 
who want to knit, sew, 
tailor, upholster and 
craft together.

Time: 11am - 1pm
Venue: L'Arche Craft 
Workshop, 11-13 
Norwood High Street

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

7

FEBRUARY 2015 
SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

PUBLIC 
OFFICE 
Creative writing, film 
making and 
photography

Time: 10am-12pm
Venue: Frangipani, 
96 Knight's Hill

Fully booked

Fully booked

FEBRUARY 2015 

BZZ GARAGE 
Winter maintenance 
followed by a chat over 
tea and cake

Time: 10.30am - 
12.00pm
Venue: Bzz Garage

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

8
PUBLIC 
OFFICE 
Creative writing, film 
making and 
photography

Time: 10am-12pm
Venue: Frangipani, 
96 Knight's Hill

9
THE GREAT 
COOK 
Greek meatballs 
with Tzaziki Dip

Host: Rachel Clark 
Time: 6.30 - 8pm 
Venue: SRA 
Kitchens

10
TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Upcycle Your Shirt
Host: Antonio Gianasi
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm
Venue: James Wilson 
Coffee Shop

CIVIC 
INCUBATOR 
PROGRAMME 
Developing projects 
over 6 weeks

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck
Time: 7pm onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

11
OPEN 
ORCHARD 
TREE PLANTING 
Edible Landscapes

Time:10am - 12pm 
Venue: Rathbone 
Garden, 8 
Chatsworth Rd

12 13
THE STITCH 
The Stitch is a regular 
meet up of people 
who want to knit, sew, 
tailor, upholster and 
craft together.

Time: 11am - 1pm
Venue: L'Arche Craft 
Workshop, 11-13 
Norwood High Street

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

14

OPEN 
ORCHARD 
TREE PLANTING 
Bringing Back 
Heritage Fruit

Time:12pm - 3pm 
Venue: Palace Road 
Estate and Hillside 
Gardens 

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

15
PUBLIC 
OFFICE 
Creative writing, film 
making and 
photography

Time: 10am-12pm
Venue: Frangipani, 
96 Knight's Hill

16
TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Easy Ways to Grow 
Your Online 
Presence

Host: Vanessa 
Fullerton-Batten
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm
Venue: James Wilson 
Coffee Shop

17
CIVIC 
INCUBATOR 
PROGRAMME 
Developing projects 
over 6 weeks

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck
Time: 7pm onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

18
TRADE 
SCHOOL 
Geometric drawing

Host: Ameet 
Hindocha
Time: 6.30 - 7.30pm
Venue: James 
Wilson Coffee Shop

19 20
THE STITCH 
See Sat above

OPEN 
ORCHARD 
TREE PLANTING 
1. Grow Your Own 
Healthy Snacks
Time: 10am - 12pm
Venue: West 
Norwood Leisure 
Centre
2. Ancient Trees to 
Modern Permaculture
Time:1pm - 4pm 
Venue: Tivoli Park 
and Crown Point 
Estate

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
Open Day
Time: 10am - 4pm
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road 

21

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

22
PUBLIC 
OFFICE 
Creative writing, film 
making and 
photography

Time: 10am-12pm
Venue: Frangipani, 
96 Knight's Hill

23 24
CELEBRATION 
POTLUCK 
SUPPER 
As always, bring 
food, decorations, 
helping hands, 
friends, partners, 
children, neighbours

Time: 6.30 - 9.00pm
Venue: TBA

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck
Time: 7pm onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

25 26 27
THE STITCH 
The Stitch is a regular 
meet up of people 
who want to knit, sew, 
tailor, upholster and 
craft together.

Time: 11am - 1pm
Venue: L'Arche Craft 
Workshop, 11-13 
Norwood High Street

SL 
MAKERSPACE 
All Hands on Deck

Time: 11am onwards
Venue: Arch 1129
41 Norwood Road, 
Herne Hill

28

Fully booked

Fully booked

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

Unmissable

Unmissable



About

The Civic Incubator was a six week evening programme 
developed for project leads of The Open Works and local 
residents who wanted to develop their project ideas to the 
next level. The content is based on many years of research 
into innovative local projects. The course was designed to 
work as a progressive process of knowledge building, team 
building and opportunity mapping.

How it started

The process of developing project and venture ideas to 
date had been very personalised and responsive, to develop 
as many emergent opportunities as possible, such as new 
people joining, introductions, ad hoc conversations, or early 
stage interests. Later in the year it was apparent that some 
of the projects which had launched and were now in a more 
advanced stage needed a more structured way to continue 
to build and grow, and committed project founders would 
benefit from understanding more of the theory behind the 
project models and The Open Works design. We had also 
met people with more developed project that would benefit 
from growing their ideas with a group of peers.

The Civic Incubator programme was launched at the Festival 
of Ideas with personal invites to people taking part in The 
Open Works projects, and an open invite for others to apply 
to take part.

How it developed

The incubator programme took place over six weeks, and 
developed a core group of participants who built relationships 
through the shared experience and who continued to work 
together to support each others ideas and projects. 

Project influences

• The process and content was based on The Civic Foundry 
- a city-wide civic venture accelerator in Birmingham and 
the Black Country.

Participants experiences

The ideas and knowledge shared through the Civic Incubator 
were interesting and novel to the participants, who found 
it empowering to be able to then apply that knowledge 
following the programme. The case studies of successful 
projects in particular were highly motivating, with the 
demonstration examples and range of ideas providing 
inspiration and hope. The connections formed between 
participants were reported to be valuable in creating new 
opportunities. People found the social and interactive format 
enjoyable - including the shared supper and conversation, 
and the creative hands-on activities.

014

Civic Incubator

Commitment
Scheduled Programme

Participation
Share

Development
Kickstart
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Local residents

Open Works team

Civic Systems Lab team

Portico Gallery

The C
ivic Incubator

Total
£875

Food £400

Packs £455

Materials £20

Age of project
(months) 4

Sessions 6

Attendances 133

No of participation 
opportunities 216
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Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

Civic Incubator - Project data

Discovery Design Launch Execution
                             1-30     1-10  18    28         14 21 28    4 11 18

Civic Systems Lab 
workshop and 
accelerator programmes

Applications open until end Nov 
and Open Works project leads 
encouraged to attend to help 
develop their projects further

Applicants informed of 
places in Dec

Civic Incubator
6 week programme of 
evening workshops to 
develop ideas, including a 
crash course in civic hybrid 
initiatives

Launched in Open to the 
Public festival newspaper 
in Oct

Session 1 Session 2

Session 4Session 5Session 6

Session 3

Inspiration Kickstart Project

Programme

start
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5

1

2

3

4-4

-3

-2

-1

Social Capital
Physical

Happiness
Confidence

Money
Learn

Environment
Access space

Access networks
Acess support for ideas

Access council staff
Opportunity to shape area

Has participating made you more 
connected with people living locally 
around your ideas and professions?

Has participating made you 
more or less connected with people 
living locally?

By participating have you met 
a wider range of people than you 
regularly come into contact with?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to share your skills?

Has participating increased 
or decreased your opportunities 
to learn something new?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of waste 
you recycle?

Has participating encouraged 
increase the amount of packaged 
products you buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
increase the amount of locally 
sourced products buy?

Has participating encouraged you 
to increase the amount of items you 
lend to others?

Has participating changed your 
level of physical activity?

Has participating changed how 
healthily you eat?

Has participating enabled you 
to make or receive money?

Has participating changed 
the amount of money you spend?

Social Capital
Physical

M
oney

Learning
Environm

ent Has participating encouraged you 
to borrow rather than buying new?

Has participating encouraged 
you to increase the itmes you make 
or repair?

Outcomes

The Civic Incubator programme inspired participants to 
pursue their own projects and the responses show that the 
ideas, methods and tools learned during the incubator were 
directly applicable and useful to this. People mentioned it 
giving them personal motivation and confidence, one group 
altered their venture development strategy, two mentioned 
wanting to change careers to include more community 
impact, one has proposed a big new idea at work, two 
changed strategy to develop their projects as platforms, 
three mentioned sharing this knowledge with others to help 
them start projects, one mentioned changing their teaching 
methods following the programme, two said they had new 
ideas but needed more time to develop them.
 
The majority of participants met people they plan to continue 
collaborating with and there were four new projects developed 
from meetings between people at the Civic Incubator.

The majority of participants would like continued support to 
prototype their ventures and some were concerned about 
how to continue or how others would be able to start new 
initiatives without a supportive platform like The Open Works.

“I think it was very interesting and motivating learning 
about how to start things, and how people go about their 
projects, and to see how it’s been done across the country 
and elsewhere. I think what it did was create hope for 
people: I can do that too.” 

“It created lots of contact between different groups and 
people, and you find people who you might want to 
collaborate with, which was maybe not totally related to 
the original project, but these serendipitous contacts are 
very useful.”

“I’ve studied a bit about things like the voluntary sector 
and the charity sector, but this is quite new. It’s quite a new 
school of thinking.”

“These projects which in theory have a knock on effect, a 
ripple effect. I thought that was fascinating. It’s different 
to what I’m used to. I’m used to quite fixed, structured 
theories.”

“On the first session we were learning about a whole 
different approach - just going out there and starting small. 
So we really re-thought our strategy, and we thought we’ll 
just start a few things and then see how that goes, and 
from that build up the project. It was really useful, in terms 
of thinking a bit differently about of how to go about it. In 
terms of getting things done, building community around it, 

building interest around it. It seems to me like it’s a way that 
is more suitable to whatever future we’re going towards.” 

“It was very empowering in terms of access to information 
that I wouldn’t know without having an MBA or studying 
business, but it’s quite a specialist area so I felt it was 
a real privilege to be involved and to benefit from the 
information.”

“Every week I was blown away with how interesting it 
was and how it was delivered. I found it really challenging 
mentally because I’m someone who likes to put organisation 
and parameters into things and they were saying anyone 
can do anything. It was a big learning experience for me.”

“My passion is about community and community building 
but I had no idea about how to go about things and what 
was possible, so the Incubator was brilliant. It answered 
all of my questions and beyond. And it was about real life 
things, it wasn’t made up, like: “Normally if you do x and y 
you get z”. This was more: “These guys have actually done 
this, and this is what they’ve achieved”. Or: “These guys 
have done this scenario and this is how it worked for them”. 
And it just makes the impossible possible.”

“It’s very inspirational, you don’t have any experience of it, 
but you can see it happening and working - empty spaces 
and how people have used them, even businesses that have 
started from nothing, social outcomes and business and 
the merging of the two. The information was incredible.”

“I discovered things I didn’t know. The examples really 
helped me to believe that this is possible, because someone 
had done it before, and then it helped me to have more 
ideas, about what I can do in the future.” 
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“For me, I guess the Incubator was 
what took the Open Works from being 
individuals involved in the various 
projects, to suddenly being a group 
in this area who could really do some 
amazing stuff together.”

Participant
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 Phase 1 - design x 2
Phase 2 - prototype x 1

Phase 1 - design x 2
Phase 2 - prototype x 1

Number of spaces 1 3 3

Number of Initiating groups Open Works Team Open Works team Open Works team + trained new 
team

Number of participants 36 80 80

Number of events / activities 6 18 18

Number of participation
opportunities

108 660 660

Frequency One 6 week programme Three 6 week programmes Three 6 week programmes

LOCATIONS

Where Open Works HQ Suitable spaces in variety of
locations

Suitable spaces in variety of
locations

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute bus 
ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO 
OPPORTUNITES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer 
and becomes more socially 
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access No cost barrier No cost barrier No cost barrier

Age 23 - 55 18 - retired 18 - retired

Support to participate Independent or team 
participation and introductions

Independent or team 
participation and introductions

Independent or team 
participation and introductions

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Model design Prototype / test

Amount of participation

Increase participation and 
number of programmes - 
supporting more start-up 
initiatives. Investment strategy 
for individual ventures

Increase participation and 
number of programmes - 
supporting more start-up 
initiatives. Investment strategy 
for individual ventures. Develop 
alumni network as network and 
programme facilitators

Personal to professional Range from projects to ventures Range from projects to ventures

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations

Attendance from local 
organisations and early stage 
start-ups

Attendance from local 
organisations and early stage 
start-ups

Attendance from local 
organisations and early stage 
start-ups

Diversification	of	model
Specialist - makers, food 
production, energy, land coops, 
economic, education etc

Specialist - makers, food 
production, energy, land coops, 
economic, education etc

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £875 £875 per programme
Total £2625

£875 per programme
Total £2625

Investment pot for initiatives £30,000
(6 initiatives x £5000)

£30,000
(6 initiatives x £5000)

Per year £32,625 £32,625

Future investment Growing investment pot Phase 2 investment initiatives

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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015 
Play Works

About

Play Works is a platform which comprises a range of projects 
and ventures associated with children, play and parents. 
Including Play Streets, Baby Works, Collaborative Childcare 
and the Department of Tinkerers.

The platform approach creates an ecosystem of interconnected 
projects and people, shares specialist knowledge and 
supports new child-friendly or child focused initiatives to start.

How it started

There were several early stage ideas which included children 
and parents so the Play Works platform was designed as a way 
to bring them together, to create momentum and excitement, 
and offer a clearer invitation of ways for families to take part.

How it developed

See the following pages on how each Play Works project 
developed.

Development
Kickstart
Co-design

Commitment
Drop in

Participation
Barter
Share
Give
Host

Play Streets 
Collaborative childcare 
e.g. coop nurseries 
Play Lab

Create project platform 
- Play Works

Launch at Festival of Ideas:
Public Play - aim to open 10
new Play Streets
Invite to workshop on
collaborative childcare

Meeting with 
member interested 
to develop children 
making and 
repairing

Meeting with member 
interested to develop 
informal parent 
knowledge sharing 
networks

Dept of Tinkerers 
project developed and 
launched by member

Baby Stitch - baby 
themed Stitch session 
to bring parents 
together to make / 
repair clothes and toys

Member + local 
community cafe owner 
planning pilot

New Play Street launch 
in planning

Hold collaborative 
childcare workshop

Meeting with people 
interested to launch 
own play street 
- hosted by 
experienced member

Inspiration Discovery + Design Launch

Develop

Action

start



016

Play Street

About

Play Streets temporarily stop traffic in a residential street, 
creating an opportunity for children to play safely outside. 
Parents and neighbours host sessions by closing the street 
and bringing out toys and play equipment to share. Children 
are able to play, exercise and make friends. Parents and 
neighbours meet and create new social connections. 
Everyone can enjoy using common living spaces together.

How it started

In phase 1 of the project, called The Work Shop, the team had 
met a resident who was interested to start a Play Street, and 
supported her by co-hosting a meeting with her neighbours 
to plan and launch the project. She then worked closely with 
the Council to change the process of applying for street 
closures, to make it easier for other people to also start a Play 
Street. She was asked to share her knowledge and experience 
of setting up a successful Play Street at the Festival of Ideas 
and there was an open invitation to anyone who wanted to 
launch their own to meet and find out more.

Project influences

•	 Play London - activating regular outdoor play
•	 Lambeth Freshview - working with residents to improve 

streets by planting, painting and playing

How it developed

People from four residential streets nearby were interested  
to explore the potential, and came together to meet and 
plan how to launch their Play Streets. They were joined by 
someone who heard about the meeting the day before, by 
participating in the Public Office co-working on the high 
street. The local Play Street founder shared her experiences 
over the last year, and explained the process of working with 
neighbours to launch a new Play Street. Everyone was given 
the form to apply for street closure.

Two of the participants from the same street are now working 
together to speak with their neighbours and set up a Play 
Street.

Participants experiences

“I spoke to the team about the Play Streets idea and they 
supported me to make it happen, so I set it up in my road. 
They let us have The Work Shop to hold a residents meeting 
and put me in touch with Freshview and Play London, and 
really supported it. When we trialled Play Street I invited 
Freshview along and we had a double day of planting 
and playing… It’s getting on for two years now. The first 
Saturday of every month we just play out in the street and 
it’s enhanced the wellbeing of people in the street, so I’m 
very vocal about it. The Open Works were keen expand that, 
so I’ve met with a lot of people and talked them through 
setting up a Play Street.” 

Development
Co-build
Support

Commitment
Drop in
Regular

Participation
Share
Give
Host

Open source
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Department of Tinkerers

About

The Department of Tinkerers involves people dismantling 
everyday objects and playing or building with the components. 
Children get a sense of what things are made of and how they 
are constructed; and an opportunity to use a range of tools 
and practice their motor skills and creativity. Adults, parents 
or grandparents with DIY or making skills are able to share 
their knowledge; and everyone has a chance to collaborate 
and socialise in an intergenerational group setting.

How it started

A local artist and teacher came to the Festival of Ideas and 
saw the Play Lab founder Ceri Townsend do a short talk on the 
concept of playful learning. She also experienced a Play Lab 
session - in which children, parents and others dismantled, 
explored and rebuilt new objects from broken electrical items.

She already ran art workshops with children and was interested 
to develop that into making, hacking, and tinkering. She 
contacted the PlayLab founders for advice on what type of 
appliances work well, what are suitable activities for different 
aged children, and how best to consider safety aspects. The 
team offered the HQ shop space and support to launch the 
Department of Tinkerers and prototype two sessions.

Project influences

•	 Play Lab - exploring playful learning through dismantling 
and making

•	 Young Hackers - group at London Hackspace introducing 
children to making equipment and techniques

•	 Technology Will Save Us - workshops teaching people 
how to make simple items with electronics

•	 Grace Living Centre - purpose built primary school and 
care home fostering intergenerational relationships which 
improves both the educational attainment of children 
and the wellbeing of older people

How it developed

Broken electrical items came from Emmaus - a recycling 
charity nearby - and a recycling centre. Tools were borrowed 
from the Portico Gallery, and small safety glasses and gloves 
were sourced as project equipment. The project founder 
designed a name and logo, and people were invited to 
participate. 

People brought appliances to dismantle and tools to share. 
In the first week the group worked together to make a robot 
sculpture out of a toaster. In the second week, a retired 
technology expert who had recently joined The Open Works 
as a member co-hosted the session with the project initiator. 

Development
Play Lab
Co-design

Commitment
Drop in

Participation
Share
Give
Host

Play Lab session and talk 
by founders at Festival 
of Ideas

Electrical 
materials - from 
local charity 
Emmaus

Repair / tinkering 
expertise - requested 
from residents

Conversation with member
about project idea at a 
Trade School class + invite 
to develop further

Planning with Open 
Works team and advice 
from Play Lab founders

Tools - borrowed and a 
request for people 
to bring

Space - shop front at 
Portico Gallery

Department of 
Tinkerers 2

Safety - googles, 
gloves and protocols

Invitations to attend Department of 
Tinkerers 1

Inspiration Discovery

Logistics

Launch Action

Develop
start
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“There’s a couple who live next to 
me, they’re grandparents but their 
grandchildren don’t live in the country. 
I told them about The Department 
of Tinkerers and they said: ‘There’s 
nothing like this for us.’ So they came! 

He’s a tinkerer, he’s got a garden shed, 
and he had a whole tool bag with him. 
There must be lots of people like that. 
And then you get older people talking 
to kids…”

Participant

017 DEPARTMENT OF TINKERERS

376



018 
Collaborative Childcare

About

Collaborative childcare projects around the world are working 
with peer groups of parents in parks, libraries, office spaces or 
shops to build models of shared childcare. These include play 
and learning activities which reduce costs, share responsibility, 
build social connections, allow children to thrive, and create 
spaces for parents to meet and be productive.

How it started

In order to kickstart more projects, invitations to a series 
of workshops were included in the newspaper distributed 
before the Festival of Ideas. One of the sessions was on 
starting a collaborative childcare project. A group of people 
with a range of backgrounds and skills attended, including 
professional childcarers, parents, parents-to-be, a dietician 
and a midwife. The Open Works team shared different 
models of childcare and the group discussed the potential 
to prototype an initiative in West Norwood.

How it developed

Everyone who participated was invited to join the Civic 
Incubator, to develop the ideas and prototype a project 
model. Two parents are now in conversation with a local cafe 
and community hub, which also hosted Public Office,  about 
ways to connect co-working and shared childcare.

Project influences

• Hackermoms, USA - child and parent-friendly maker 
space

• De Krakeling nursery, Netherlands - parent participation 
nursery, lower costs in return for time to help run the 
nursery

• Library Lab, UK - experimental co-working and creche 
in a library space

• The Living Room, Netherlands - communal living room 
in a shop space including shared children’s activities

• Singeldingen, Netherlands - summer park kiosk creating 
activities with people from the neighbourhood

“There was a couple of really great international examples 
that were really helpful. They helped me articulate this 
amorphous idea I had in my head.”

“I’ve been in contact with a lady who has a café locally and 
she seems to be really into the same idea. So we’ve got a 
space at the back of her café and we’re going to do a pilot 
of a crèche. Parents can come with their laptops to the 
café and sit and work for up to two hours and we’re going 
to do a rotation, so there’ll be a crèche and a workspace.”

Development
Co-design
Co-build

Commitment
Regular

Participation
Share
Host

“I need some time to work, and I don’t 
have it. But it’s a bit restrictive if I have 
to pay for a childminder. 

I was trying to think of a more reciprocal 
way that it could be achieved amongst 
a group of people who could become 
friends as well.”

Participant
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019

Public Office

About

Public Office is a network of freelancers meeting in different 
cafes each week. Co-working creates more opportunities to 
build ideas and ventures. Hosting in local high street cafes 
brings more footfall at quiet times and increases spend on 
the high street. 

How it started

A new member who was working from home alone shared 
an idea to create a writers group. Lots of people who were 
working part-time, freelance, or between jobs mentioned 
wanting to meet others. The Festival of Ideas created 
relationships with locations on the high street who had 
hosted activities. Bringing these components together, Public 
Office was designed as a light infrastructure that could widen 
participation to include themes like creative, tech or start-
up; invite a variety of people to lead sessions; and support 
high street business. It was launched during the Out in the 
Open season.

Project influences

• Impact Hubs - global network of co-working spaces, 
supporting ventures with social impact 

• Office Nomads, Seattle - co-working community started 
in cafes now running a co-working space

• Jelly - informal co-working in homes or public spaces

How it developed

Public Office was held in three locations over six weeks. Two 
participants went on to develop a local film makers network. 
One of the makers from the Rock Paper Scissors shared shop 
wanted to continue Public Office so she found a fourth space 
willing to host a further six sessions, created social media 
accounts and invited more people to join.

Participants experiences

Public Office participants said that being out of the house 
with others was a productive, enjoyable and practical way to 
work, and they wanted to do it more often. One participant 
said that they would prefer it if sessions were always hosted, 
including a welcome and introductions, so that people would 
feel more encouraged to speak with each other.

Outcomes

Participants reported feeling connected to local businesses in 
a new way. People made new professional contacts, and in one 
case went on to develop a project together. One participant 
continued to host Public Office sessions. Participants mention 
that it would need to continue for longer and be hosted to 
have higher impact.

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Share 
Give

Development
Co-build
Co-design
Design
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Poster frames £20

Local Residents

Open Works Team

Frangipani Cafe

Great North Wood Pub

James Wilson Coffee Shop

Project cost breakdown

Co-produced by

Public Office - Project data

Age of project
(months) 2

Sessions 6

Attendances 30

Number of 
people involved 15

No of participation 
opportunities 60

Discovery Design Launch Execution Development
                                    5    10 15    25          15   10 19 22             26   2 9 16 23               12   20

Local writer wanted to 
meet other writers

Launched in 
Open to the
Public Festival 
newspaper

Visit and confirm venues

Seattle Office Nomads Public Office -
Home based workers 
meeting at arranged 
times to work together 
in different local coffee 
shops and pubs

Launch first 6 prototype
events through the Out 
in the Open season

Public Office 
at Frangipani

Public Office at 
James Wilson 
Coffee Shop

Public Office at 
James Wilson 
Coffee Shop

Public Office 
at Frangipani

Public Office 
at Great North 
Wood

Public Office 
at Great North 
Wood

Leader for project
emerges

New venue confirmed, 
Twitter and Facebook accounts
started

Discovery Inspiration Kickstart project

Project developmentPrototype season

start
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 1 1

Number of spaces 3 5 8

Number of initiating groups The Open Works team 1 1

Number of participants 15 182 260

Number of events /
activities

6 52 52

Number of participation
opportunities

42 364 364

Frequency Weekly for 6 weeks Weekly Weekly

LOCATIONS

Where High street businesses - cafe, 
pub, hotel More high street businesses More high street businesses

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer and 
becomes more socially
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street Central high street Central high street

Economic access Low cost barrier - buy coffee to 
support local business

Low cost barrier - buy coffee to 
support local business

Low cost barrier - buy coffee to 
support local business

Age Working age 18 - retired 18 - retired

Support to participate Independent participation;
and introduction

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Independent participation;
higher introductions and
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

COSTS - TO
PLATFORM

To set up £20 £500 Invest in ventures

Future investment Digital development Early co-working space

SCALING STRATEGY

Model design Prototyping / testing

Amount of participation Increase frequency and number 
of locations Potential shared working space

Personal to professional Networks of support to develop 
ideas and ventures

Networks of support to develop 
ideas and ventures. Access to 
venture funding and specialist 
business advice.

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations Hosted by local businesses Hosted by local businesses New ventures

Diversification	of	model Specialist themes - start-up, 
creative, tech Further specialist themes Local business incubator and 

co-working hub

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT



020 
West Norwood Soup

About

West Norwood Soup is a crowd-funding dinner that brings 
people together to raise money and support for creative 
and community projects. Every ticket sold covers one hot 
meal, and one vote towards a project. 50% of the ticket 
price covers the cost of the food and 50% goes to the 
projects. Project initiators pitch their ideas on the night 
and everyone shares a meal and votes on what they want 
to support.

Hosting the Supper in a high street cafe provides income 
to a local business. The range of participants coupled with 
the social nature of eating and voting creates dialogue and 
shared decision making. The micro funding model enables 
communities to fund projects independently of third sector 
or other grants. 
  

How it started

West Norwood Soup was prototyped to test the potential 
for generating micro grants within a community, and 
to explore new ways to support the growing number of 
developing projects which were starting to require ways to 
finance equipment in the future.

Following on from the success of hosting the Potluck 
Supper in a high street cafe, and the relationship to a local 
business which that created, the cafe was approached 
again and asked to host and cater for the Soup. A logo 

and invites were designed, the cost of tickets and profit 
share to cover food was agreed. The project was launched 
as part of the Out in the Open season, and printed in the 
newspaper. Projects were invited to pitch via personal 
invites and an open call in the newsletter. Ticket sales were 
managed on the online supper club platform, GrubClub.
 

Project influences

Detroit SOUP is a microgranting dinner supporting creative 
projects in Detroit. It is an open source project, with a 
global soup network of over 120 groups, each with their 
own name and branding.

 

Open sourceCommitment
Drop in

Participation
Buy 
Share
Give
Host

Development
Kickstart

020 WEST NORWOOD SOUP 020 WEST NORWOOD SOUP

386 387



W
est N

orw
ood Soup

M
ar

ch

A
pr

il

M
ay

Ju
ne

Ju
ly

A
ug

us
t

 
 

 
 

Se
pt

em
be

r

O
ct

ob
er

N
ov

em
be

r

D
ec

em
be

r

Su
pp

er
 N

o.
3 

ho
st

ed
 in

 O
tt

er
 T

ra
di

ng
 h

ig
h 

st
re

et
 c

af
e

Ja
nu

ar
y

M
ee

t w
ith

 O
tt

er
 T

ra
di

ng
 a

bo
ut

 h
os

tin
g 

So
up

O
p

en
 c

al
l t

o
 p

itc
h 

in
 n

ew
sp

ap
er

Pe
rs

o
na

l i
nv

ite
 to

 p
ro

je
ct

 in
iti

at
o

rs
 to

 p
itc

h

Fi
rs

t W
es

t  
N

o
rw

o
o

d
 S

o
up

 h
el

d

Fe
br

ua
ry

M
ar

ch

Raised from tickets £176.40

Covered cost of 
supper

£88.20

Went to Great Cook 
project

£52.92

Went to Microgreens 
project

£35.28

Local residents

Open Works team

Otter Trading

Great Cook + Microgreens

GrubClub

• One person offers to host a Soup supper

• All participants pay for a ticket

• The profits form a funding pot

• Pre-arranged projects pitch their idea on the 

evening

• The funds are divided between projects according 

to the votes of people attending
Finances

Model

Co-produced by

West Norwood Soup - Project data

Age of project
(months) 2

Sessions 1

Attendances 18

Number of 
people involved 18

No of participation 
opportunities 30

Launch and Execution
                                                   6       12    13    17                29   

Sunday Soup is a network 
of projects across the 
world who meet regularly 
to give microgrants to 
local projects

West Norwood Soup
Project designed and local
projects invited to pitch their
ideas for the first event

Otter Trading offered to host
the first West Norwood Soup

Ticket sales promoted
through Lambeth Council
teams and through the 
Civic Incubator programme

Launched through the Out in
the Open season newspaper

Short lead time and first 
Open Works project that 
required a paid ticket 
made selling tickets 
difficult

First event small with 18
attending - but 
successful and enjoyable

Inspiration Design Project

Project LaunchTicket sales slow

Successful launch

start
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How it developed

Two projects pitched on the night. The Great Cook, who 
wanted to continue to use the kitchens and develop a shared 
food store; and a local micro-greens start-up enterprise 
looking to expand production, the founders of which had 
been introduced to The Open Works through a previous 
Trade School class.

West Norwood Soup was the only activity in a year of The 
Open Works with a direct financial cost to take part, and it 
took a high level of effort to sell enough tickets for the first 
evening. However, on the night over 18 people participated, 
including local business owners, a local councillor, council 
staff, existing Open Works members, project initiators 
and other people interested in local food and alternative 
economic models. Everyone shared a meal, which included 
samples of the local micro-greens, and voted to split the 
profits between the two projects. 

Following the first Soup another local business offered to 
host a second one, more people requested to pitch project 
ideas, the Great Cook group used the funds to create shared 
food store, and the micro-greens were introduced to another 
council officer to explore sites for food growing on estates.

Participants experiences

Participants liked the idea of supporting local projects, and 
thought the ticket price was affordable as it included both 
food and community support. People commented on the 
enjoyable nature of the evening, and the chance to meet 
and socialise with new people. 

Outcomes

The participants who pitched projects reported that it was 
positive to have a reason to practise public speaking and 
that this increased their confidence; that having to explain 
their idea to others helped develop thinking and clarity 
around their venture; and that the funds were a useful 
addition. Participants who attended reported making new 
connections, one person was planning to attend an event 
organised by someone she met on the night, another was 
considering joining the Great Cook, and a third person said 
their enthusiasm for high tech growing was rekindled. The 
hosting cafe is exploring the micro-greens as a potential 
supplier.

“My business partner pitched for our business which is 
a micro-herb business, we are growing indoors in South 
London.  I think he benefitted a lot from it. Just being able 
to focus and learn what the business was about and get it 
down on paper, but also learning how to pitch and present.”

“I liked the idea of supporting a project. I thought ten 
pounds was an affordable amount. I liked the idea of hearing 
about a local project and meeting some more local people.”

“I was asked if I could pitch, so I thought yes because I 
wanted The Great Coko to continue. I am not used to public 
speaking, it doesn’t come naturally to me, and the fact that 
it went down very well, that helps, so personally that was 
a good experience.”

“Oh I enjoyed doing that. So for West Norwood soup, we 
made the soup, and everybody came to our cafe to eat. 
Two projects were picked to promote and give them some 
money, and we were promised that they were going to 
get back in touch, the guys that made the little sprouting 
seeds. So I’m really looking forward to that, and I hope their 
project does get off the ground, because we buy in seeds 
from other people at the moment. I have tried to make it 
myself, but it’s never quite as nice.”

“I did meet these two young guys. The kind of people I 
would never have come across before. IT or marketing 
or something. They used this language that I had no idea 
about. It was completely out of my experience and that’s 
always interesting.”

“It has certainly taken away some of my trepidation when 
it comes to public speaking, it was an elevator pitch that 
I have never done before, so that’s a skill that may prove 
handy in the future.”
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TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

SCALE

Number of local instances 1 5 9

Number of spaces 1 5 9

Number of initiating groups The Open Works team Mini platforms + HQ Mini platforms + HQ

Number of participants 18 360 648

Number of events /
activities

1 20 36

Number of participation
opportunities

30 360 648

Frequency Once Quarterly at each location Quarterly at each location

LOCATIONS

Where High street cafe Other high street business, 
estates

Other high street business, 
estates

Distance to nearest 5 minutes walk - 15 minute
bus ride 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk 5 minutes walk - 15 minutes walk

ACCESS TO
OPPORTUNITIES

Idea diffusion Introduction - exposure and
trialling

Scaling - access is closer and 
becomes more socially
normative

Embedding - becomes part of 
daily life

Cultural diversity Open to all / Partially mixed Open to all / Fully mixed Open to all / Fully mixed

Geographic access Central high street
New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

New projects distributed further 
around 3 wards, closer to where 
people live

Economic access Cost barrier - £5 - £10 tickets Cost barrier - £5 - £10 tickets Cost barrier - £5 - £10 tickets

Age 20-55 Child - retired Child - retired

Support to participate Independent participation and 
introduction

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and 
accompanied participation

Independent participation; 
higher introductions and 
accompanied participation

Scaling Years 1-3

SCALING STRATEGY

Model design Scaling tested and successful 
model

Amount of
participation

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency.

Seeding new local instances and 
mini platforms - scaling location 
and number of groups and 
increasing frequency.

Personal to professional Financial support for projects 
and early ventures

Financial support for projects 
and early ventures

Connection to other projects, 
business, and organisations Hosted by high street businesses Network of support for projects 

and early ventures
Network of support for projects 
and early ventures

Diversification	of	model Specialist themes e.g. young 
people, creative, food etc

Specialist themes e.g. young 
people, creative, food etc

COSTS - TO 
PLATFORM

To set up each project £35 £150 per site
Total £750

£150 per site
Total £600

Future investment Soup urns, batch cooking 
equipment. Digital development.

Soup urns, batch cooking 
equipment. Digital development.

TIME YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3

PHASE PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT
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Appendix 1 - Participation scoring

See explanation on page 121
 

Type of participation Score

Communication (email, tweet etc) 1

Leave contact details 5

Rock Paper Scissors customer 5

Unplanned HQ drop in 5

Sign up as a member 15

Share an idea online 15

Planned HQ drop in 15

Unplanned longer HQ meeting 15

Set up a social media account 15

Attend workshop 30

Participate in project 30

Scheduled HQ meeting 30

Hosting or leading an activity 40

Resource sharing (equipment, space etc) 40

Donate money / small investment 40

Organise project - light 50

Attend Civic Incubator 50

Organise project - heavy 75

Initiate project 250




