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ABSTRACT

Mundane cities are challenged to design for unpredictable and rapidly changing futures. In the current work, we refer to these 
challenges as a collaborative design challenge and explore how co-creative partnerships can enable a participatory turn by estab-
lishing a new social infrastructure. The corresponding citizen-centred design approach offers a variety of design opportunities 
to engage with citizens, to empower all involvement, and enabling a social fabric to be increasingly reflexive and responsive. 
Through the illustration of three collaborative design studies in the public realm, we explore how design can act as a strategy 
towards a transforming society. It shows that participatory designing enabled empowerment across the co-creative partnership, 
though it also calls for strategic guidance in order to sustain transformational change. We end with an elaborate discussion on 
the role of strategic design in facilitating the interplay among new coalitions of city makers towards a transforming society that 
embraces sustainable social innovation. It can be concluded that co-creative partnerships can act as network designers, capacity 
builders, and enablers of transformational change, and have the potential to act as change makers, driving sustainable social 
innovation.
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Introduction

Today’s societal challenges demand for a deep so-
cio-ecological transition; they ask for changes in urban in-
frastructures and governmental structures, but also in our 
personal lifestyles and daily lives. Even though, contempo-
rary cityscape is increasingly laced with an omnipresent 
smart city infrastructure, smart solutions are only part 
of the answer (Mulder, 2015b). Living labs or public-pri-
vate-people partnerships are another solution, oftentimes 
embraced by policies, stressing that innovative and smart 
solutions only work when they fit in with and arise from 
people’s daily practices (Mulder, 2015c). Living labs can 
be defined as “an experiential environment where users 
are immersed in a creative social space for designing and 
experiencing their own future. Policy makers and citizens 
can use living labs to design, explore, experience, and re-
fine new policies and regulations in real-life scenarios be-
fore they are implemented” (McPhee et al., 2012, p. 3-4). 
What makes a living lab approach unique over traditional 
user-centric methodologies and other cross-disciplinary 
approaches on innovation, is its multi-contextual sphere in 
which co-creation with users takes place. It is the living part 
of a living lab, a living network of real people with every-
day experiences, allowing partners to co-create in context 

(Mulder and Stappers, 2009), that enables us to reshape 
“society in the direction of a more participative arena where 
people are empowered” (BEPA, 2010, p. 42). 

Years ago, Jane Jacobs has opened up many eyes 
with her seminal book entitled The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities (1961, p. 238): “Cities have the capability of 
providing something for everybody, only because, and only 
when, they are created by everybody”, even though, we have 
not managed to put these properly in practice. As envisioned 
earlier (Mulder, 2015b), the biggest challenge cities face 
may not be solved by policies and innovative technology, 
cities require the capability to design for unpredictable and 
rapidly changing futures, in a citizen-centred way. In other 
words, citizens are at the heart of our cities, and need to be 
at the heart of social change as well. This does not imply 
that societal challenges are just citizens’ issues. Instead, 
these are a collaborative societal effort of releasing existing 
paradigms, changing perspectives and doing things differ-
ently (Mulder, 2014). Similarly, in the current work, we refer 
to these challenges as a collaborative design challenge, and 
view empowerment of all involved as crucial to drive social 
change. Empowerment is a crucial construct in connecting 
individual wellbeing with a larger environment, it links individ-
ual capabilities, competences, and proactive behaviours to 
social policy and social change (Rappaport, 1987). 
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Co-creative partnerships

The concept of co-creative partnerships (Mulder, 
2014) is based in participatory action research and aims 
to contribute to capacity building and catalyse social 
change (McTaggart, 1991; Dickens and Watkins, 1999). 
The concept goes hand in hand with the introduced living 
network of people, and elaborates upon the increasingly 
accepted public-private-people partnerships approach 
(McQuaid, 2000) through emphasising the foundations 
of participatory design, i.e., people participating in the 
design process as co-designers (Schuler and Namioka, 
1993; Ehn, 2008). Adding a fourth helix to the often-re-
ferred triple helix (university-government-industry) policy 
model, Carayannis and Campbell (2012) bring knowledge 
of culture, values and life styles, multi-culturalism, creativ-
ity, and media, into the innovation process. In this way, 
the human scale is emphasised in a shared process of 
knowledge production in which they collaboratively envi-
sion desired futures (Brodersen et al., 2008; Brown, 1999; 
Carayannis and Campbell, 2012). In practice, however, 
such development is often pursued building upon the 
existing: improving existing urban landscapes to work 
towards sustainability leaving the quadruple helix only as 
a policy model rather than a model for co-creation. De-
liberately referring to co-creative partnerships, we stretch 
participatory design principles in a co-creative fashion 
and aim to apply these throughout city making practices. 
Next to that the heterogeneous stakeholders (helixes) are 
welcomed as partners, demonstrating a sustainable rela-
tionship to make a transforming society happen.

In the current work, we explore how co-creative part-
nerships can use participatory design principles in enabling 
a participatory turn in the public domain, leading to a new 
social infrastructure, a participatory domain. In participa-
tory design, end-users have influence and control of the 
design of artefacts that suits their goals and activities at 
best (Sanders and Stappers, 2014). Although participatory 
design has its roots in the Scandinavian democratic move-
ments, viewing participants as equal, as partner, unequal 
relationships are still too often commonplace in todays’ 
participatory design practices; role patterns are confirmed 
by the government that wants citizens to participate, or 
designers who want users to participate. Participatory de-
sign is often associated with giving voices to people and 
the inclusion of citizens in political debates. The current 
work, however, seeks to emphasize the value of empow-
erment and constructive collaboration through respecting 
differences in order to move along with the proposed tran-
sition over power, influence and autonomy which are often 
central in activists’ approaches that seek to fight against 
the system logic (DiSalvo, 2010). In order to enable co-cre-
ative partnerships to give voice – and hands to be able to 
act upon – in drive bottom-up social innovation, the corre-
sponding research aim is to stretch current models on citi-
zen participation (Arnstein, 1969) or user involvement (Ives 
and Olson, 1984) towards a broader set of design skills 
which seem to be increasingly essential for successful 
participation in society. For instance, the Maker Movement 
enables that everybody can be a designer, by providing 

tools and infrastructures to unleash their intrinsic ability to 
create, make, and innovate (Walter-Herrmann and Büching, 
2013). Digital fabrication brings digital literacy and creative 
skills with expressive tools, and contributes to empower-
ment through a broader diffusion of design skills. This so-
called diffuse design (i.e., design as human capability) as 
introduced by Manzini (2014) can be distinguished from 
expert design (i.e., design performed by those who have 
been trained as designers). 

Co-creative partnerships obviously can benefit from 
this changing design landscape. In the first place, the move 
from the workplace towards the public space. Likewise, 
user concerns in product design have moved to the fuzzy 
front end, it is also important that citizens are involved in 
earlier phases of city making to ensure that developed 
policies and services fit into people’s daily lives. Next, the 
design field is also moving from “designing for consumers” 
via “designing with users” towards “designing by people” 
(Sanders and Stappers, 2014). The latter refers to networks 
of diverse teams and individuals. Although different co-cre-
ative partners share mutual interests, they also have their 
particular needs and desires. Co-creative partnerships in 
terms of a quadruple helix are a specific kind of network, a 
coalition of expert designers and diffuse designers aiming 
to join forces in collaboratively making the city. In keeping 
with Brynskov et al. (2014) such a new city making process 
is not only about bringing various disciplines together that 
address urban developments, but foremost to establish 
a collaborative effort of defining a new way of collabora-
tive working between professional designers, academics, 
policy makers and citizens. It can be seen as a necessary 
shift from “city management” to “participatory city making”. 
Such a participatory city making process envisioning live-
able and sustainable urban environments goes far beyond 
simple, or even complex, product-service design; it has po-
litical, organizational, and even cultural implications. It inter-
estingly offers a variety of design opportunities to engage 
with citizens, to empower them, and enabling a social fab-
ric to be increasingly reflexive and responsive. In the next 
section, the context of the current work is introduced, which 
is a program on the role of citizen-centred design in trans-
forming society. The third section explains the correspond-
ing research-through-design approach, and the selected 
“design cases” are presented afterwards. We end with an 
elaborate discussion on the role of strategic design in fa-
cilitating the interplay among new coalitions of city makers 
towards a transforming society that embraces sustainable 
social innovation. 

Meaningful design in a connected city

The context of the current work has been shaped by 
the ongoing research program Meaningful Design in a Con-
nected City (Mulder, 2015a, 2015c). This program investi-
gates the role of citizen-centred design in a transforming 
society and takes stock of a vast amount of living lab ex-
periences and a unique combination of research strands 
rooted in arts, design, science, and technology. The pro-
gram explores the dynamics in the city by using the urban 
space as a living lab and the co-creative partnerships as a 
knowledge ecology (e.g., Brown, 1999). The respective lab 
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connects education and research with the city in order to 
design in a meaningful way for a smart and inclusive soci-
ety. The emerging design practices address social issues 
such as air quality, mobility, social inclusion, and liveability.  

A pedagogical framework

The educational programme (Mulder, 2015a, 2015c) 
aims to prepare upcoming designers in the field of arts, 
communication, creative technology, interactive media 
and game design, and computer science for the chang-
ing participatory design landscape. Participatory design 
is moving out of the workplace towards the public realm. 
Design 1.0 has moved towards design 4.0, where the 
latter refers to a transforming society (Jones and Van-
Patter, 2009). The design discipline, has moved from the 
designing of things to interactions to systems, and from 
designing for people to designing with people and by peo-
ple (Sanders and Stappers, 2014). Or from another per-
spective, product design has turned into product service 
systems design and becomes more and more intangi-
ble, ubiquitous computing goes into the city, and people 
have multiple devices, which are increasingly connected. 
Well-positioned within the emerging field of Urban Interac-
tion Design (Brynskov et al., 2014) guiding questions are: 
If interaction goes urban, and interactions are everywhere, 
how to design for these interactions? How to design so-
cial fabrics in the urban environment? 

Similarly, the concept of co-creative partnerships is 
key to the meaningful design in a connected city program 
and requires a strong interaction between urban partners 
and student teams with diverse backgrounds in design ex-
pertise. Students are connected to partners (not clients), 
mimicking the eventual role they will play as upcoming 
design professionals. Collaboration with local creative in-
dustry (expert designers) is a crucial element in the co-cre-
ative partnership, highlighting expertise in agile develop-
ment and entrepreneurial skills, as is the explicit focus in 
the educational program on understanding the context 
and value experimentation (Mulder and Stappers, 2009). 
In short, context, value-sensitive design, design thinking, 
digital fabrication, big data, Internet of Things, as well as 
human-centred design and urban interaction design are the 
core constructs of the pedagogical framework, which has 
anticipated Norman’s plea stressing the need for change 
in design education (Norman, 2010). The successful imple-
mentation of the pedagogical framework into the universi-
ty’s curriculum seemingly fit into the current discussions 
on transdisciplinary design - how design transcends disci-
plinary boundaries – in keeping with the fourth paradigm 
of interaction design (Blevis et al., 2014; Blevis et al., 2015).  

Resilient solutions only work when they fit and arise 
from the everyday settings people live in. Therefore, stu-
dents go to the real context as soon as possible to get in 
contact with real people (and learning them to step out their 
comfort zone). Throughout their projects, students explore 
the interplay between people and things: the abilities, con-
cerns, and practices of people, as well as the properties 
and behaviour of products, within a specified situation or 
location. Students learn to explore the effects of their de-
sign interventions iteratively, evaluating how they affect the 

personal and social context in which their design is used. 
For most students, thinking in terms of human values and 
urban interactions rather than of solutions is a mind-shift-
ing experience. Students learn to take a human-centred 
and value-oriented design perspective in small-scale ex-
periments, and learn to design for liveable and sustainable 
urban environments, embracing the human scale, and they 
learn to collaborate with urban stakeholders, among oth-
er through participatory prototyping and participating in 
pressure-cookers, hackathons, service design jams, and 
other co-creative events. Van Waart et al. (2016) found in-
dications that gained insights and skills were transferred 
to daily work practices of civil servants participating in the 
participatory prototyping activities. 

Labs as co-creative places

Citylab is the corresponding co-creative place where 
research and education meet, in the first place motivated 
from educational needs to give design students the oppor-
tunity to work with digital fabrication techniques and Inter-
net of Things (see Mulder, 2015c, for details). Citylab has 
been designed as a FabLab+ with a strong emphasis on 
electronic and sensor devices, Internet of Things, and Open 
Data (Applab). But the lab is much more than a prototyping 
workshop for students; it is also an interface to the city; a 
creative hotspot open to citizens enabling smart urban gov-
ernance and co-production as smart citizens. It is an active 
learning environment for practicing making, co-creation, 
and participatory design skills, or differently put, for doing 
design as a collaborative process.

The Citylab concept has been promoted by one of 
the aldermen to enable active citizenship, and is currently 
established in new democracy policies, stimulating citizen 
participation. While the Fablab and Sensorlab are strongly 
linked to the physical Citylab, Applab is an open creative 
multidisciplinary learning environment, where students, 
teachers, and researchers together with local stakeholders 
collaboratively design for societal challenges (see for de-
tails on Applab, Mulder, 2015a). Applab activities demon-
strate that a human-centred focus is vital for engaging 
stakeholders from public sector, industry, education and re-
search as well as citizens in a shared process of knowledge 
production in which they collaboratively envision desired 
future cities (Brodersen et al., 2008; Carayannis and Camp-
bell, 2012). The labs function as collaborative learning and 
future-making environments, enabling organizational and 
disciplinary boundary crossing (Binder et al., 2011). 

Transdisciplinary design  
and collaborative learning 

The program offers an inspiring environment in which 
students are given space to learn by experimenting in 
multidisciplinary teams (Mulder, 2015a, 2015c). Learning 
through collaborative experimentation, or better: learning 
through design doing has proved to have a positive effect 
on the students (Mulder, 2015a). Students easily moved 
out of their comfort zone. Space, both in the sense of free-
dom and creative environment, enhanced students’ ambi-
tions. The effect was not only evidenced in the quality of 



Ingrid Mulder181

Strategic Design Research Journal, volume 11, number 3, September-December 2018

their work and their time investments, but also in the level 
of collaborative reflections, both in action and on action 
(Schön, 1983). Moreover, the designed artefacts lever-
aged the discussions among all participants, and encour-
aged the co-construction of transdisciplinary knowledge.  
The co-creative process and the resulting artefacts contrib-
uted to the debate on meaningful design and the transfor-
mative role of design for a smart and inclusive society. 

Approach

Contemporary city making asks to go beyond disci-
plines, leveraging spatial, technical, and social disciplines 
through a trans-disciplinary approach, anticipating the un-
predictable and rapidly changing futures and dealing with 
societal challenges (Mulder, 2015b). What if we elaborate 
upon these collaborative “future-making” practices en-
abling co-creative partnerships to drive social change? Can 
we use the artefacts and prototypes made in educational 
context as an insight-giving tool (Suchman et al., 2002; 
Junginger, 2008) that also enables co-creative partner-
ships. Although, design artefacts remain largely on a con-
ceptual level, they can be seen as prompts, proposals, or 
prototypes demonstrating the potential of design for social 
innovation (Murray et al., 2010), such co-created artefacts 
are promising to collaboratively explore alternatives and to 
articulate their different viewpoints (Mulder, 2015b). In this, 
the role of the objects (prototypes) would move from the 
object of design (elements of the hard city, such as build-
ings) towards facilitating values-oriented trans-disciplinary 
and participatory city making. The object of design is, con-
sequently not the main focus anymore, the collaborative 
framing through participatory prototyping of what (ob-
ject) to design has all eyes focused upon to develop more 
complete and integral viewpoints stimulating participatory 
city making in order to transform society (Mulder, 2015b).  
In keeping with Manzini and Rizzo (2011), who demon-
strated how “large scale sustainable changes” could be 
achieved by participatory design when citizens and design-
ers work together, co-creative partnerships can be seen as 
a crucial asset to enable the collaborative activity of proto-
typing and scale these activities towards participatory city 
making. Co-creative partnerships, then play a crucial role in 
enabling transformational change.   

Constructivist research through 
collaborative designing

Rather than theorizing such values-oriented trans-dis-
ciplinary and participatory city making, the current work 
aims to gain insight in the value of co-creative partnerships 
for emerging design disciplines and how these could con-
tribute to such social change. We envision a comprehen-
sive participatory approach, where a collective of hetero-
geneous urban partners acts as co-designers along the 
participatory city-making process. In keeping with emerg-
ing design paradigms, the proposed design approach em-
braces complexity and heterogeneity, and is grounded in a 
constructivist research paradigm, as it builds upon the as-
sumption that reality is determined by (networks of) people, 
and thus is socially constructed. Moreover, it ideally enables 

the collaborative construction of a future path towards 
transformational change with societal impact. It might 
be clear that it does require some orchestration, however 
what design skills and strategies co-creative partnerships 
need in bringing the transformational change further is not 
straightforward. In the remainder, research through collab-
oratively design(ing) is used to explore what role (the object 
of) design as well as (the collaborative process of) design-
ing can play in empowering the co-creative participants to 
enable a broader transformational (societal) change.  

A patchwork of small-scale  
design initiatives

The earlier introduced program Meaningful design in 
a connected city can be seen as a patchwork of design 
initiatives, seen from different perspectives, addressing dif-
ferent levels. As an educational program, the focus was on 
upcoming designers and their design outcomes in the first 
place, but even then, the design projects can easily be visu-
alised as a patchwork of initiatives. For example, individual 
students could participate as part of a design course, or 
join as a group, their projects could vary in time, while multi-
ple student teams contributed to same design project over 
time. Different co-creative partnerships could take part. 
Clearly, each student made a final design, and oftentimes 
has used artefacts and prototypes to inform that final de-
sign. Not all students have used a research through design 
approach, though most researchers in the program did. 

In the remainder, we view these small-scale design 
experiments as ways of triggering a process of broader 
change and transformation, and refer to these design ex-
periments as the designs to explore what role design and 
designing can play in empowering the respective target 
user to act as a change maker. The next section presents 
three collaborative design cases in the public realm that de-
veloped a digital social innovation platform aiming to con-
nect and empower people in a sustainable way. 

Collaborative design cases

Table 1 shows an overview of three collaborative de-
sign cases. The focus of each design case is on exploring 
what to design to address as wicked problem and aimed 
to connect and empower users to (co-)design themselves 
(e.g., Sanders and Stappers, 2014). The empowered target 
users or diffuse designers in the selected collaborative 
design cases are respectively: (1) civil servants in opening 
public sector information for reuse, (2) inactive citizens 
joining (assertive) citizens in community participation, and 
(3) dropped out young adults to participate in society. 

Opening up public sector information

The “Open Data initiative” was born as a bottom-up ini-
tiative, though strategically supported by the alderman of 
participation and innovation as well as the Chief Informa-
tion Officer of the Municipality. These latter support activi-
ties appeared to be key. The manifesto and initiators explic-
itly addressed the citizens’ voice, which is vital for engaging 
stakeholders from public sector, industry, education, and 
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research as well as citizens in a shared process of knowl-
edge production in which they collaboratively envision de-
sired future cities. Unique to the Open Data movement is 
the collaborative approach connecting crucial partners that 
created a sustainable infrastructure to opening up data and 
still fosters further social innovation. A community-driven 
approach as opposed to a city-led innovation eco-system 
convincingly contributed to the debate on new governance 
models for smart cities. Interestingly, the release of Public 
Sector Information (PSI) through co-creation resulted in a 
fully adopted municipal policy to opening up public sector 
data. The open(ed) mindset clearly has impacted the local 
municipality, in terms of being open to empowering, open 
to share, and being open to change. Not only did the co-cre-
ated concepts serve as boundary objects, animating public 
servants to free up more PSI for re-use and giving them po-
tential fuel for other service design applications, but also 
the collaboration itself enhanced by design interventions 
have boosted in transforming towards a more transpar-
ent city, resulted in a transformed government and explicit 
mentions in the Council’s program. Differently put, the local 
Open Data movement is not seen as an end unto itself, but 
as a means to co-create meaningful applications that en-
rich people’s lives. More details on the design case can be 
found in Conradie et al. (2012) and Mulder (2015c).

Design for liveability in the neighbourhood 

As made explicit in the previous design case, the mu-
nicipal democratic innovation strategies such as City Ini-
tiative and the Right to Challenge manifest new ways of 
co-creation. However, having it on the local political agen-

da does not guarantee that citizens participate. The Design 
for Liveability project (Hepworth et al., 2016) aimed to en-
hanced community participation by strengthening social 
ties among local stakeholders through the service design 
of an initiative building kit. Interestingly, through participat-
ing in the co-creative sessions organised for collaborative 
design of the platform, social capital in the neighbourhood 
increased, and has contributed to joining forces in propos-
ing citizen initiatives to the Citylab. The strengthened local 
capacity resulted in high quality proposals challenging the 
local municipality that struck the heart of the municipal 
program. Although it is an evidence of achieving higher 
levels of citizen participation, the fact that citizens’ am-
bitions addressed structural improvements that collided 
with municipal plans, also had as a consequence that the 
realisation of these proposals takes time. The absence of 
visible short term results and the lacking sense of urgen-
cy might have demotivated participants again, resulting in 
less activity within the initiative. An important lesson learnt 
is to keep the momentum active for sustaining initiative 
building processes.   

Empowerment of dropouts through  
digital fabrication

A six-step workshop series has been co-designed to 
activate dropouts’ hidden talents through the transforma-
tional role of digital fabrication (Pucci and Mulder, 2015). 
The division in six steps was meant to empower the stu-
dents gradually and from within their own interests and 
qualities. The resulting workshop platform serves as a 
best practice in learning 21st century skills, lowering the 

Public realm Opening up public sector 
information

Design for liveability in 
neighbourhoods

Empowerment of drop-
outs through digital 
fabrication 

Empowered target user civil servants inactive citizens young adults (dropouts)

Co-creative partners 
involved

municipality (policy and manage-
ment/ CTO office/ civil servants 
from various departments)/ SMEs 
(social entrepreneurs and design 
agencies)/ university (researchers, 
designers, and students) 

municipality/ social entre-
preneurs/ urban planners/ 
citizens/ university 

research/ university/ 
schools/ dropouts/ local 
initiatives  

Project duration 24 months (2 years) 6 months 6 months

Lead design 
researcher(s)  2 fte designers (MSc) 1 fte designer (MSc) 1 fte designer (MSc)

Approach research through Design research through Design research through Design

Final design open data platform and toolkit online initiative building plat-
form and toolkit

a peer-to-peer talent 
development platform and 
toolkit

Artefacts and prototypes

boundary objects, artefacts (lead 
designers);
prototypes of digital public services 
(various student teams supported 
by lead designer)

artefacts and prototypes used 
in co-design workshops (lead 
designer)

artefacts to encourage par-
ticipation (lead designer);
designs (diffuse designers) 

Outcomes

empowered civil servants
open data movement, open 
mind-set, transparent government, 
transforming governance 

empowered citizens, broad-
ened citizen participation, new 
citizens’ initiatives

empowered youngsters, 
school certificates, enrol-
ment in higher education, 
jobs

Table 1. Overview and comparison of the selected collaborative design cases.
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threshold of access to digital fabrication in education. The 
students were active co-creators and obviously learnt new 
skills. Some students even had a mind-shifting experience, 
and demonstrated that it is indeed possible to transform 
dropouts into engaged and successful individuals, who are 
role models for their peers: “stars shining bright in their lo-
cal community”. It appeared, however, hard to sustain and 
scale these best practices. School management and social 
innovation partners were not involved early on in the proj-
ect. The project, however, gained attention on national level. 
Consequently, the management of a library in a nearby city 
contacted us to elaborate upon the talent empowerment 
model regarding the development of a technological lab-
oratory. The empowerment model has elaborated upon in 
the participatory design of a tech-lab in a local library in 
different district with similar societal challenges. The labo-
ratory in the library has been set up with and for the youth 
of the neighbourhood. The local youngsters have unlocked 
themselves and develop their skills. The continuous partici-
pation encouraged ownership, ultimately leading to ambas-
sadorship and recruitment of new members. The lab cur-
rently explores how to run self-sustainingly by co-creative 
local partners, who were involved early on in the project.   

Discussion and conclusions

In the current section, we elaborate upon how the pre-
sented small-scale collaborative design initiatives can bring 
forward a further path of change and discuss what design 
skills and strategies can enable co-creative partnerships to 
act as change makers in driving sustainable social innova-
tion and transformational change.

Empowerment and diffuse design

All three cases have demonstrated empowerment of 
the respective target users, and did trigger a further pro-
cess of social change. In particular, the cases show how 
the opportunity space has been collaborative explored and 
the respective civic agency in terms of increased opportu-
nity to choose, and the actual use as well as an achieve-
ment. In the first case, civil servants were empowered to 
open up public sector information and to explore opportu-
nities for further reuse. Several artefacts and prototypes of 
public services acted as boundary objects, enabling civil 
servants to envisage future use, to communicate about 
open data among colleagues, and to contribute to the pro-
cess of opening up public sector information. In the second 
case, the number of citizens that involved in initiative build-
ing increased as well as a larger participation in the neigh-
bourhood was achieved. Also, the usual (active) suspects 
gained a more collaborative attitude towards other citizens 
and their initiatives, resulting in an impressive increase in 
the quality of initiatives. In the third exemplary case, the 
young adults made various prototypes using digital fabri-
cation; they also initiated and designed the particular con-
cepts themselves. Not only were they quickly applying their 
design skills, these artefacts also proved to be helpful in 
articulating their hidden talents and ambitions enabling the 
diffuse design to make their own transformational change. 
Students managed to receive their school certificates, and 

some even enrolled in higher education, or started their own 
business. The latter are clear proofs of participation in so-
ciety, which were not straightforward expectations before-
hand. In parallel, a comprehensive program initiated by the 
national government, the municipality, and local education 
and care institutions, housing corporations, and local busi-
ness has tried to implement several social policies to get 
these young adults back in society, and to bring the outliner 
scores on education, work participation and social safe-
ty of these neighbourhoods to a level that is much more 
comparable to other cities in The Netherlands. The young 
adults that participated in the current study, attempted to 
participate in the co-design activities, succeed in making 
their own design, and took the opportunity to explore new 
paths and took action to make it happen, and enabled their 
own transformation. It can be concluded that the talent de-
velopment platform enabled the young adults to meet the 
ambitions defined in the national inclusive social program. 
However, the platform did not support the empowerment of 
the teaching staff to initiate the next action of change in the 
eco-system, changing the education system avoiding stu-
dents to dropout. The designed artefacts and prototypes, 
as well as the tools and methods made for the facilitation 
of co-design workshops worked well as diffuse design up-
grading strategies (Manzini, 2015, p. 158). The design activ-
ities and the resulting platforms also aimed to “design the 
designer out” of the designed intervention. Although along 
the co-design process, participants increasingly matured in 
their role as co-designers leaving the lead designers as just 
an initiator of the event. The current design practices, show 
that the role of triggering is to be crucial for maintaining 
the momentum. Having somebody available for initiating 
events and meet-up seem to be an indispensable asset.

Strategic design and infrastructuring

The question remains whether such an available trig-
ger is enough to sustain the social innovation initiatives. 
Current insights motivate that the trigger needs to be a 
co-creative partnership as well, willing to continue with 
“their collaboration design challenge”. In the current collab-
orative cases, the designed platforms eased the self-organ-
isations of the initiatives, and physical co-creative spaces 
were at hand. In fact, the explicit focus on co-creative 
partnerships is in itself a strategic design activity, aiming 
to guarantee a continued design process and collaborative 
ownership with corresponding responsibilities, although 
the cases originated as design-driven interventions. The 
concept of infrastructuring has been used increasingly 
across the participatory design domain (Karasti, 2014). In 
the current work, infrastructuring elements played a crucial 
role to steer the co-creative partnership towards transfor-
mation. For example, in the open data project, a huge vari-
ety of artefacts were designed enabling tangible and valu-
able results. However, in achieving a next step, such as for 
example to turn an agreed-upon idea into a new public ser-
vice, additional social infrastructuring was needed, beyond 
expertise and guiding in design and implementation of the 
services. The iterative design and implementation of trans-
formational public services requires both expert design 
expertise and governmental sponsors. Here, co-creative 
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partners also enabled strategic support. Support of the al-
derman and the chief information have been key to open 
innovation, a transparent government, and last but not 
least to have the open data policy at the strategic agenda: 
having all public-sector information open, unless (as one 
of the first European cities). Strategic dialogue enhanced 
the space for experimentation within the governmental 
structures as well as the application in the outcomes in 
the public realm. Even though, strategic dialogue was well 
embedded in the governmental infrastructures and poli-
cies, stretching the achieved social innovation at a multi-
plicity of organisational and systemic levels appeared not 
straightforward. In particular, when active co-creative part-
ners changed position, or moved to a job elsewhere, the 
invisible social fabric was made apparent by delaying or 
even stopping the designed transformation. In the liveabil-
ity case, similar observations were found. The co-created 
citizen initiatives touched upon this multiplicity of system-
ic complexity related to urban developments, when their 
ambitious co-created plans struck the heart of long-term 
governmental plans, stressing the complexity of system-
ic innovation, as well as the need of empowering partners 
in this changed context. In the next section, we elaborate 
on what is needed to have co-creative partnerships act as 
co-designers in the design after the design, to enable pro-
gressing towards systemic social innovation? 

In conclusion: Co-creative partnerships  
as change-makers

In the current work, we have introduced the concept 
of co-creative partnerships with the aim to strengthen the 
debate on how design could contribute to transformational 
change. In keeping with Le Dantec and Di Salvo (2013) we 
have moved from users to stakeholders, but stretched the 
co-creation even further by having the stakeholders aligned 
in a partnership, acting as co-designers. The necessary in-
frastructure at hand needs both to empower a collective of 
heterogonous partners and to strengthen their relation into 
a social infrastructure. 

Indeed, co-creative partnerships can play a crucial role 
in societal change, and can act as “network designers” in-
frastructuring social change. In particular, when such a core 
group is shaped from a bottom-up initiative, has strategic 
support included, and remains representative for the com-
munity at large, co-creative partnerships benefit from stra-
tegic embeddedness and enhanced social learning through 
role-modelling which again enables a more powerful in-
terplay between the bottom-up and top-down. In practice, 
co-creative partners oftentimes participate in multiple initia-
tives, which allows them to act as connectors and cross-dif-
ferent levels in the eco-system. Moreover, it obviously 
strengthens the social fabric, and enables capacity building.  

The presented patchwork interestingly combined stra-
tegic and diffuse design strategies and aims to bring a vital 
contribution to the debate on designing for next society. 
The trans-disciplinary design approach nicely fits Sanders 
and Stappers’ vision of the design field in 2044 (Sanders 
and Stappers, 2014), which refers design for transforma-
tion as an emerging design discipline. It can be concluded 
that co-creative partnerships can act as network designers, 

capacity builders, and enablers of transformational change, 
and have the potential to act as change makers driving sus-
tainable social innovation. 
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