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What methods can support organisations 
employ to help scale digital social innovation 
projects, stimulate the growth of the field 
and deliver social impact? That is the 
question driving the present deliverable. 

As highlighted in last year’s report What 
next for Digital Social Innovation (Nesta, 
2017), few DSI projects have been able to 
reach scale, owing to a lack of recognition 
and consistent support and other structural 
impediments. However, through a number 
of different routes and methods that 
we are beginning to understand, there 
are a number of examples of where DSI 
has been able to reach volume. Often 
these initiatives have been facilitated 
by intermediary organisations or ‘super 
nodes’: organisations and networks that 
connect and facilitate communities of 
practitioners and policy makers. The roles 
and methods of these super nodes are 
the focus of this report. It is compiled 
based on a literature review and two cross-
consortium webinars that were held in 
February and March 2018. All consortium 
members also completed a questionnaire 
about their roles as super nodes, carried out 
SWOT analyses, catalogued methods they 
employ for supporting the growth of DSI, 
and assembled 14 case studies of their role 
supporting DSI initiatives to grow and scale 
their impact.

Super node methods

Super nodes typically perform a broad 
range of supportive and connective roles. 
This includes providing infrastructure, i.e. 
venues and materials for meetings and 
work sessions, guidance with the use of 
technologies such as sensors and fabrication 
machines, and project coaching. Some 
super nodes put more emphasis on co-
creation and workshops, while others 

provide access to resources such as funding 
or machinery. However, these cases of 
support are usually multi-dimensional: 
not merely focused on making or funding 
things, but also on better understanding 
and shaping the project: what are the 
project’s targets and success indicators, 
and what assets could be further available? 
This includes many non-tech issues like 
project organisation, governance, and 
stakeholder involvement. The questions 
pertaining to organisation and leadership 
are perhaps most profound and decisive 
for the sustainability of DSI projects. Some 
of those questions can be dealt with using 
straightforward design tools and design 
principles; others are tackled by investing in 
leadership skills and lasting relations. 

The support provided by super nodes is 
often directed at groups consisting of 
people from different backgrounds, projects, 
and organisations. All studied cases involved 
‘connective’ action of some sort: they 
allowed people and projects to meet and 
share knowledge, and some engaged in 
elaborate co-creation processes. Finally, the 
super nodes’ projects themselves were often 
multipartner collaborations. 

The methods collected in this study were 
grouped in the following four categories 
(see pages 17-26):

Developing and mastering (social) tech 
Access to technology, the technical skill 
level of DSI projects, and the efficacy of 
technological development by socially 
engaged actors.

Engagement and social impact 
Demonstrating social impact and building 
tech-savvy communities around social 
issues.

Funding and finance 
Stimulating and scaling funding projects 
that are accessible to the digital social 
innovation community.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Organisational skills and development 
Helping projects organise, develop 
their governance, build relations with 
stakeholders, and make the right decisions.

From super nodes to clusters

From the super nodes’ SWOT analysis 
(see table below) and the discussions held 
during the webinars, we could derive further 
insights about improving the efficacy of 
super nodes in DSI. Our stories suggested 
that super nodes owe their effectiveness to 
working on social tech, social impact and 
co-creative, connective methods together. 
Furthermore, a mixture of differently sized 
and organised super nodes - maintaining 
many interconnections with DSI projects, 
stakeholders, and with each other - will best 
assure a strong DSI ecosystem. 

Most partners agreed that their networks 
within the civic tech scene are presently 
stronger than in the scenes of non-tech 
charities aimed at a certain social impact 
area. While this report focused on the 
concept and roles of super nodes - the ‘how’ 
- the DSI ‘clusters’ is where we anticipate 
the actual impact - the why and the where. 
‘DSI clusters’ consist of DSI projects and 
stakeholders focused on a shared social area, 
such as migration or sustainability. Within 
the DSI4EU consortium, each partner (with 
the exception of project lead Nesta) has 
a dual role as a super node and a cluster 
facilitator. The clusters will be explored in 
detail in the remainder of work package 2 
of DSI4EU, with deliverables D2.2 and D2.4 
respectively mapping and analysing the six 
clusters that were defined for the present 
project (see also page 8).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Strengths

Being well-connected on multiple scales 
and across fields

Leading/veteran position - knowledgeable, 
respected, hype-resistant 

Opportunities

Increasing recognition of need for DSI in 
government and broader society

Growing demand for super node expertise 
(tech, social innovation, brokerage, agile 
working)

Weaknesses

Small organisation - we cannot respond to 
all opportunities

Generalist position - not very focussed, little 
specialist knowledge 

Threats

Lack of base funding to develop nascent 
ideas and directions

Increasing time spent on fundraising affects 
time spent on impact

Key SWOT outcomes. See the full table on page 29.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The past few years have seen a rapid growth 
in the number of people using digital 
technologies to tackle social challenges in 
areas ranging from healthcare and education 
to democracy and the environment. This 
phenomenon, which we call digital social 
innovation (DSI)1,  aims to:

• reorient technology to social   
ends, and to harness it to improve lives and 
benefit the many rather than the few;

• empower citizens to take more control 
over their lives, and to use their collective 
knowledge and skills to positive effect;

• make government more accountable and 
transparent;

• foster and promote alternatives to the 
dominant technological and business 
models - alternatives which are open 
and collaborative rather than closed and 
competitive;

• use technology to create a more 
environmentally sustainable society.

The earlier DSI (2014-15) and DSI4EU (2016-17) 
projects inventoried the state of digital social 
innovation in the European Union, mapping 
the hundreds of different projects and 
organisations that make up this community.2  
The present project, DSISCALE (but known as 
DSI4EU), is continuing this work supporting 
the growth and scale of DSI in Europe.3 

However, despite the many inspiring 
initiatives taking place across Europe and the 
world, relatively few have grown to deliver 
positive social impact at scale, for a range of 

reasons that we and others have explored 
in depth.4  Nevertheless, there have been 
successful examples of DSI initiatives growing 
their impact, in some cases facilitated (to 
a greater or lesser extent) by intermediary 
organisations. The role of these intermediary 
organisations is the focus of this report. In 
other words, we aim to distil some of the 
lessons of those methods and understand 
how so-called super nodes can support the 
growth and scale of digital social innovation.

The concept of clusters and 
super nodes 

The DSI community in Europe, as mapped 
by the DSI and DSI4EU projects, consists of 
a significant number of network ‘nodes’ that 
act as connectors, facilitators, knowledge 
repositories and physical spaces for 
collaboration, among other roles. We have 
termed those that are particularly well-
connected ‘super nodes’ - organisations that 
take on a range of roles but also become 
hubs and network shapers. Within this 
project, we refer to each of the partner 
organisations in the consortium as a super 
node, although they are not the only super 
nodes in the field of DSI.

What is particular about the super nodes in 
the DSI4EU consortium (see page 8) is that 
each has a dual role, firstly as a geographical 
node for their cities and countries, and 
secondly as the facilitator of learning and 
knowledge-sharing processes within 

1. Digital Social Innovation is an evolving and broad field, making it difficult to find an all-encompassing definition. For the purpose of 
this deliverable we continue to use the definition used by the first DSI project (2014-15): “A type of social and collaborative innovation in 
which innovators, users and communities collaborate using digital technologies to co-create knowledge and solutions for a wide range of 
social needs and at a scale and speed that was unimaginable before the rise of the Internet.” Bria, F. et al. (2015) ‘Growing a digital social 
innovation ecosystem for Europe: DSI Final Report.’ Brussels: European Commission, 2015.

2. See digitalsocial.eu for the up-to-date map of projects and organisations. Visit bit.ly/DSInext for the final report of the DSI4EU (2016-17) 
project and www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/dsireport.pdf for the final report of the DSI (2014-15) project.

3. The project is officially known as DSISCALE under Horizon 2020 Grant Agreement 780473. However, in agreement with the Commission, 
the consortium continues to use the DSI4EU branding and logo. 

4. See for example Stokes, M., P. Baeck and T. Baker, What next for Digital Social Innovation? London: Nesta, 2017 (bit.ly/DSInext).
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specified social areas, which are termed “DSI 
clusters”. 

DSI clusters are a set of thematic clusters 
each focussed on DSI activities related to a 
specific societal challenge, such as migration, 
democracy or energy use. Currently much 
of the DSI activity in Europe related to 
specific social challenges is fragmented 
and at best only coordinated on a national 
level. Facilitated by the super nodes, the 
project will expand these clusters locally and 
internationally across Europe. Each cluster 
leader will carry out activities in four main 
areas: 

• A series of peer learning events focusing 
on exchanging knowledge and skills 
between peers (policy makers, funders and 
practitioners) working on and interested in 
DSI and its applications in specific social 
areas; 

• Research on the landscape, opportunities 
and challenges for DSI in the specific social 
area, including contributing to thematic 
analyses and guides for each social area, 
creating blogs and case studies, and 
identifying and curating resources for 
practitioners and other stakeholders;

• Policy engagement, working with different 
levels of government to advocate for DSI 
and help decision-makers how DSI can help 
them achieve their priorities, and what they 
can do to support the growth of DSI; 

• Acting as a knowledge and resource hub for 
people working on DSI in the specific social 
area around Europe.

Based on findings related to the DSI4EU 
super nodes, this report aims:

• to reach a shared understanding of the role 
of super nodes in the DSI ecosystem;

• to provide a broad overview of methods 

through which super nodes support the 
scaling of DSI projects;

• to shape the way in which super nodes in 
the DSI4EU project will grow their thematic 
clusters;

• to make a case for super nodes as 
important, relevant actors in the DSI field.

Methodology

This report focuses primarily on the DSI4EU 
consortium partners and their roles as 
super nodes. It has been compiled based 
on a literature review undertaken between 
January and March 2018 and two cross-
consortium webinars that were held in 
February and March 2018. All consortium 
members also completed a questionnaire 
about their organisations and roles as 
super nodes, carried out SWOT analyses 
(mapping perceived strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats related to their 
organisations), catalogued methods they 
employ for supporting the growth of DSI, 
and assembled 14 case studies of their role 
supporting DSI initiatives to grow and scale 
their impact.

Chapter 2 relates DSI4EU’s concept of ‘super 
nodes’ to recent literature about the process 
of innovation, social innovation and digital 
social innovation. Chapter 3 collects insight 
into the methods employed by super nodes, 
based upon the consortium webinars and 
case studies, while Chapter 4 discusses the 
results of the consortium partners’ self-
assessment of their roles as super nodes 
(focusing particularly on organisational 
dynamics, reach and funding). Chapter 5 
concludes this report. From page 37, we 
present fourteen case studies to make more 
tangible the concepts expressed in previous 
chapters.
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Who are the DSI4EU super nodes?

The DSI4EU consortium partners are by no 
means the only super nodes in the DSI field, 
but we have chosen to focus on them as we 
can delve more deeply into their qualities, 
ways of working, networks, and potential 
areas of improvement. Other organisations 
that might be considered super nodes in 
Europe (although not all exclusively focusing 

on digital social innovation) include Open 
Knowledge International, the Open Data 
Institute, Global Innovation Gathering, 
OuiShare, Code for Germany, Forum Virium, 
the P2P Foundation, FING, Nominet Trust, 
Social Good Accelerator, Impact Hub, 
Empodera or the Fab Foundation.

betterplace lab: Migration and Integration cluster

“We are a think-and-do tank in Berlin researching how to use 
technology for social good.”

Waag: Food, Environment and Climate Change cluster

“Waag focuses on technology as an instrument of social change, 
and is guided by the values of fairness, openness and inclusivity.”

WeMake: Health and Care cluster

“We are a Makerspace, opening technologies for smart 
communities.”

Fab Lab Barcelona: Skills and Learning cluster

“We empower communities to design and make possible 
futures.”

Barcelona Activa: Cities and Urban Development cluster

“We are the local economic development agency of the 
Barcelona City Council. Our principles are proximity to 
neighbourhoods, a plural economy and citizen empowerment.”

ePaństwo Foundation: Digital Democracy cluster

“We give citizens the knowledge and tools to make their country 
better.”

Nesta: DSISCALE project leader, does not lead a cluster

“Nesta is a global innovation foundation. We back new ideas to 
tackle the big challenges of our time.”
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WHY SUPER NODES? THE NEED FOR 
CONNECTORS AND ADVOCATORS

The DSISCALE project introduced the 
concepts of super nodes and clusters to 
attempt to provide a more formalised 
structure to the DSI community in Europe, 
with the intention of thereby supporting 
the growth and scale of DSI. The explicit 
naming of partner organisations as ‘super 
nodes’ and the dedicated creation of ‘DSI 
clusters’ reflects findings in literature about 
what structural approaches are needed 
to achieve successful and sustainable 
processes of (digital) social innovation in 
the European context. This chapter first 
sets out what we mean by super nodes and 
clusters, before reviewing recent literature 
on the systemic challenges and potential 
avenues of addressing them in (digital) social 
innovation.

The concept of super nodes
The DSI community consists of a large 
(but still unbalanced and fragmented5) 
number of projects and organisations, as 
mapped in the earlier DSI projects and 
disclosed on the portal digitalsocial.eu. 
However, there is more than just numbers. 
The community and its individual projects 
depend on active relationships, knowledge 
transfer, and collaborative advocacy in order 
to thrive. In other words, it’s the quality of 
the connections between the ‘nodes’ that 
matters most. DSI is an emergent field with 
limited recognition and plenty of room for 
connections to be improved and shared 
questions to be addressed. 

The final report of the last DSI4EU project 
called for better support for ‘network 
nodes’, organisations that bring together 
different stakeholders in DSI.6 The super 
node concept of the current project aims 

to strengthen the way in which the project 
partners fulfil their role as network nodes. 
In this deliverable, we define super nodes 
as leading DSI organisations that are well 
connected to DSI projects and relevant 
stakeholders in government, academia, 
science and industry, and aim to support 
DSI initiatives and DSI as a field to grow 
and scale its impact through a range of 
intermediary methods. 

Super nodes, in and beyond the DSI4EU 
consortium, vary in the extent to which 
they work on DSI projects themselves or 
rather act as catalysts and amplifiers of 
DSI. But, on the whole, super nodes readily 
fulfil a ‘connective’ role: they are able to 
maintain active relationships with, and 
establish connections between, dedicated 
DSI innovators, traditional NGOs and 
institutional players (Fig. 1). This influence 
is particularly strong and important in the 
early phases of social innovation trajectories, 
when the establishment of strong 
partnerships is essential. 

Through the DSI4EU project, each of the 
consortium partners seeks to further improve 
the quality of their work as DSI brokers and 
enablers, framed within the super node 
concept. Furthermore, we argue that there 
is a need for several of these super nodes, 
as a strong network relies on bigger and 
smaller nodes being interconnected to 
strengthen the network. This leads to a more 
distributed network, rather than a hub-
and-spoke network in which the loss of one 
network node could lead to the destruction 
of the network entirely. Furthermore, as we 
shall see, an essential role of super nodes 
is not just facilitating new connections, but 
rather creating the infrastructure (physical 

5. The first DSI-project’s network analysis showed that “social innovation in Europe is currently done by a few large actors in concert with a 
large mass of smaller organisations, but the majority of social innovation actors in Europe are disconnected from these networks”. Bria et 
al., 2015, p. 54.

6. Stokes, M., P. Baeck and T. Baker, What next for Digital Social Innovation? London: Nesta, 2017, p. 33-34.
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or digital) for peer to peer connections to be 
made of their own accord, so that smaller 
nodes can connect with each other directly 
instead of relying on being connected by a 
large DSI player.

In order to scale DSI innovations, we will 
focus both on the DSI projects themselves, 
and their (social, institutional, technological) 
nourishing grounds. In line with the 
TRANSIT project, we adopt a ‘concentric 
view’ of DSI initiatives/actors and the context 
in which they emerge—there are different 
‘levels’ or ‘layers’ in which DSI actors interact 
with each other.7 The super nodes target 
four levels of DSI projects/stakeholders:

1. Technological innovators with a social 
mission. DSI organisations who have a 
technological focus – for example, those 
involved in open hardware, open source 
development, or maker spaces – are well 
integrated within in our web of DSI super 
nodes, and as such are the most easily 
engaged in knowledge exchange and 
networking activities.

2. Social innovators using new, tailored 
digital technology. DSI organisations 
with a primary focus on a specific social 
issue are more dispersed over the DSI 
landscape. Many are already identified 
and connected to super nodes, but as 
definitions and networks in the social 
field are less coherent than in the tech 
realm, there are a considerable number 
of connections to be made. The DSI4EU 
cluster approach will facilitate networking 
and peer learning on this level by 
concentrating on their shared thematic 
interests.

3. Social initiatives using standard digital 
technologies. Slightly further removed 
from the super nodes are the social 
initiatives, large and small, which are 
not aware of DSI initiatives. Many NGOs, 
volunteering organisations and interest 
groups direct all of their limited means 
towards their social objective, and have 
little opportunity to discover new ways 
of organising, connecting and arranging 
technological support, despite the great 
potential impact of doing so. The DSI 

cluster approach offers significant scope 
for growth and peer learning.

4. The wider institutional landscape: 
Finally, cities, health and care 
organisations, high schools, consulting 
agencies, industry, opinion leaders, 
financial institutions and others are well 
placed to both support and benefit from a 
flourishing DSI landscape. Quite a number 
of these are already connected to the DSI 
super nodes, but many others are still to 
be identified. Using networking tactics, 
public engagement and free publicity, 
DSISCALE aims to target the untapped 
potential residing in this outer DSI level.

Fig. 1. Main audiences of super nodes. Super nodes 
‘hover’ across the whole field and aim to connect to 
new partners, including those not connected directly 
to DSI.

Super nodes will be best connected to 
stakeholders that are in their vicinity, 
but typically super nodes have good 
international, or at least European, reach 
and are well positioned to make fruitful 
connections between distant DSI projects / 
stakeholders. 

The concept of clusters

The concept of ‘DSI clusters’ is the second 
major infrastructural innovation in the new 
stage of the DSI4EU project compared to 
previous projects. The rationale behind the 
creation of DSI clusters is that until now 
studies and practice in the field of DSI 
have focused too heavily on technology at 

7. Haxeltine, A., et al. (2017). TRANSIT WP3 deliverable D3.4 – consolidated version of TSI theory.
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the expense of the social impact they can 
deliver. In other words, DSI practitioners, 
researchers and other stakeholders have 
tended to think about and advocate for new 
technologies rather than new applications 
of (new) technologies to deliver positive 
social impact. 

We believe that this tech-first, rather than 
issues-first, approach has impeded the 
growth of DSI and continues to do so. 
We argue that engaging policymakers, 
commissioners and civil society in DSI will 
not be successful if social challenges remain 
secondary to technologies. From here, we 
have developed the concept of DSI clusters 
as a way of moving towards an issues-first 
discourse. 

Clusters consist of DSI projects and 
stakeholders focused on a shared social area. 
Within the DSI4EU project, they are Europe-
wide networks focusing on the current and 
future potential for DSI to achieve impact in 
relation to a specific societal challenge. Each 
cluster is led by a super node that already has 
extensive experience in their social area, and 
although each cluster naturally therefore has 
a geographical focus it also spreads beyond 
national borders to involve stakeholders 
from across the continent. Stakeholders 
include not just practitioners but also, for 
example, policymakers (at different levels 

of government), commissioners, frontline 
public sector workers, support organisations 
such as accelerators and incubators, startups, 
researchers, think tanks, charities, social 
economy actors and even in some cases 
corporates. In the DSI4EU project, the clusters 
and super nodes are organised as follows: 

• Skills and learning (led by Fab Lab 
Barcelona)

• Health and care (led by WeMake)

• Food, Environment and Climate Change 
(led by Waag)

• Digital Democracy (led by the ePaństwo 
Foundation)

• Migration and integration (led by 
betterplace lab)

• Cities and urban development (led by 
Barcelona Activa).

A key role and purpose of each super node, 
therefore, is to understand what the network 
in their particular cluster looks like at present, 
and to help to address fragmentation within 
the field. Through super nodes, DSI4EU 
intends to build stronger, more durable and 
denser networks between nodes, projects 
and initiatives working alone or in small 
and/or ad hoc partnerships. In turn, this will 
enable super nodes to facilitate learning 
and knowledge-sharing, conduct research, 

Fig. 2. Approach 
and goals of 
DSI4EU grouped 
in goals related to 
(1) the DSI story, 
(2) the growing of 
networks, (3) the 
availability of tools 
for DSI, (4) and 
the realisation of 
impact through 
DSI.
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advocate for DSI, influence policy and 
provide advice and support to a range of 
stakeholders in DSI. 

Bringing super nodes and clusters 
together

Within the DSI4EU consortium, each partner 
(with the exception of project lead Nesta) 

has a dual role as a super node and a cluster 
facilitator. These two roles are intimately 
linked while also maintaining some discrete 
aims, characteristics and methods. Bringing 
the two concepts together, we can identify 
the main objectives of super nodes and 
clusters together, and therefore for the 
project as a whole, as identified during the 
kick-off meeting (London, 15/16 January 
2018).

Photo: Waag
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THEORY: SOCIAL 
INNOVATION 
BROKERS, 
HUBS AND 
CONNECTORS
While there is significant literature on 
scale and growth for commercial business, 
there is much less related to growing social 
innovation, and even less related to digital 
social innovation. This has been a significant 
barrier for DSI projects as they seek to scale 
and make their initiatives more sustainable, 
although there has been emerging research 
in the past two or three years (including by 
the DSI4EU project itself). This chapter briefly 
reviews theories and concepts that deal with 
DSI intermediaries and the strength of the 
DSI ‘ecosystem’.

The DSI network analysis and study that 
was conducted in 2014-15 (Bria et al., 2015) 
identified that “social innovation in Europe 
is currently done by a few large actors 
in concert with a large mass of smaller 
organisations” (p. 54). Many (digital) social 
innovation actors across Europe remain, 
however, disconnected from such selective 
actor networks, often relying on voluntary 
or discontinuous project work with limited 
access to structural funding. Based on 
this observation, the study outlined that it 
is crucial for European policies on DSI to 
focus on promoting and increasing the DSI 
network, fostering connections between 
the (sub-)communities and, in particular, 
connecting the smaller and less-connected 
networks and initiatives to each other. The 
subsequent DSI4EU project made a strong 
start to building a stronger, denser European 
DSI network through network facilitation, 
events and the development of the 
digitalsocial.eu website into a community 
hub. Nevertheless, significant work remains 
to be done in a large and continuously 
growing field. 

The TRANsformative Social Innovation 
Theory (TRANSIT) project (EU FP7 no 613169) 
corroborates these findings and conclusions, 
highlighting in particular the relevance 
of network formation. TRANSIT argues 
that social innovation initiatives can only 
significantly transform social relations and 
institutions “by virtue of their embedding in 
and empowerment through various kinds 
of networks” (Haxeltine et al., 2017, p. 158). 
Bringing together similar DSI initiatives in 
translocal and transnational networks is 
an approach that can help these initiatives 
find funding, obtain legitimacy, facilitate 
knowledge sharing, learning, and peer 
support, as well as generate visibility and 
identity.

DSI is still a young and rapidly growing field, 
with weak support infrastructure and buy-
in from public sectors, government and 
civil society. As a result, many initiatives 
are weakly institutionalised and need to 
build partners to team up with in order to 
become professional and sustainable. In light 
of this, the Social Innovation Community 
(SIC) project (EU Horizon 2020 no 693883) 
addressed specifically what would be needed 
to make such (digital) social innovations 
more professional and sustainable, as well 
as how they could be strengthened and 
related more directly to policy development 
(Domanski & Kaletka, 2017, p. 51)8. In the 
field of DSI, this emphasis is particularly 
important, as it is a multidisciplinary field 
bringing together diverse areas such as social 
sciences, technology and design.

One of the findings of the SIC research was 
that the ‘open source’ principle is key to the 
development of digital social innovation, 
because working ‘open source’ enables DSI 
actors to exchange, circulate, and configure 
their own and each other’s products and, 
consequently, create new innovations (ibid, 
p. 58). The project also concluded that, in 
order to effectively grow and fortify the field 
of DSI, there should not only be a focus on 
the ‘scaling’ of DSI networks, but also on the 
diversification and variation of both initiatives 
and accompanying policies within the field 
of DSI.

8. Domanski, D. & Kaletka, C. (Eds.) Exploring the Research Landscape of Social Innovation – A deliverable of the project Social Innovation 
Community (SIC). Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle, 2017.
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Furthermore, the SIC project raised the 
question of what kind of leadership or 
participation would be required to achieve 
the aforementioned within the field of DSI. 
The TRANSIT project provides key leads on 
this issue. To start, it pointed towards the fact 
that DSI initiatives “need to actively construct 
[an] institutional existence” for themselves 
in order to gain access to resources that 
allow them to grow further. This can be 
achieved through continual acts of ‘bricolage’ 
- creation from a diverse range of parts - 
with other actors active in their institutional 
context. As this process of bricolage is time-
consuming and requires resources itself, this 
can be challenging for DSI initiatives to do 
alone. 

Leadership in growing the DSI field could 
thus focus on aiding initiatives to find 
institutional embedding. Two approaches 
discussed in the SIC project report relate 
to this in particular. First, the report 
indicates how various spaces in which 
DSI actors “come together, interact, and 
create new emergent patterns of framing, 
doing, and knowing” can contribute to the 
empowerment of these actors. Second, 
the report mentions that the narratives of 
change that DSI initiatives put forward are 
particularly relevant for their development 
since they generally inform the strategic 
actions taken by the initiatives. Building 
on this, leaders in the DSI field could 
help emerging initiatives to effectively 
communicate their narratives of change.

The ITSSOIN project (2014-2017; EU FP7 
no 613177), which investigated the impact 
of the Third Sector and civic engagement 
on society, also provided an interesting 
take on the issue of leadership in DSI. The 
project’s main hypothesis was that the 
third sector (i.e. societal actors outside of 
market or government), specifically through 
stimulating civic involvement, is best placed 
to produce social innovation, outperforming 
the commercial sector and the state in this 
regard. In D8.2, “The Impact of the Third 
Sector on Social Innovation”,9 the project 
recapitulates its main findings. Discussing 

the delivery of social innovation in the third 
sector, they emphasise that: 

“…in many cases we could identify one 
or several organisations that acted as 
‘brokers’ and managed to bring together 
actors from different spheres, both in 
terms of sector provenience and specific 
skills or expertise. Due to their traits, 
third sector organisations seemed to 
take on this role very readily. Favourable 
for taking this role were, among others 
their proximity to target groups, their 
long or specialised expertise in working 
with those groups, a sense of devotion to 
a cause, their trustworthiness, openness 
and high degree of social capital, in 
particular embeddedness. Such non-
profit ‘hubs’ frequently invited partners 
to contribute and thereby acted as a 
bridge into a collaborative constellation. 
The ‘connective’ action of third sector 
organisations, which often seemed to 
even go beyond their ability to perform 
‘collective’ action, deserves closer 
attention, in particular as regards their 
specific function in social innovation 
processes” (p. 55/56).  

The influence of third sector organisations 
as brokers and hubs was found “to be 
particularly strong in the early phases of 
the investigated SI streams. Third sector 
organisations were not only the ones to spot 
a need for action but also those to take initial 
actions. However, after this initial phase it 
often took other actors and their respective 
competencies to bring in further resources or 
scale the innovation.” (p. 57).

In addition, the TRANSIT project highlights 
the role of so-called ‘intermediaries’ in 
propelling and supporting (digital) social 
innovations. Drawing on the work of 
Murray et al. (2010),10  the project defines 
intermediaries as “individuals, organisations, 
networks, or spaces which connect people, 
ideas, and resources” so as to support 

9. Anheier, H. K.; Krlev, G.; Behrendt, C.; Mildenberger, G. The Impact of the Third Sector on Social Innovation. Deliverable 8.2 of the project: 
“Impact of the Third Sector as Social Innovation” (ITSSOIN), Brussels: European Commission, DG Research, 2016.

11. Murray, R., J. Caulier-Grice, and G. Mulgan, The open book of social innovation. London: The Young Foundation, 2010.
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socially innovative (digital) initiatives, and 
thus consider them to be closely related 
to the ‘brokers’ identified earlier. Such 
intermediating actors are mentioned to 
take on a multitude of tasks, ranging from 
support in the forms of “funding and social 
investment, accelerator programmes, 
incubation, and the provision of space for 
research and development” to “access 
to mentors and coaches, networking, 
and … vital ‘hand-holding’ for innovators 
… aiming to grow their ideas into viable 

ventures” (Domanski & Kaletka, 2017, p. 66). 
Intermediaries can offer support in different 
manners, for instance by taking a systems 
or design approach, which respectively 
concentrate on organizational behaviour 
and group dynamics on the one hand and 
prototyping and producing on the other. 
In the next chapter, we take an in-depth 
look at the methods employed by DSI4EU 
super nodes to fulfil these supportive and 
productive functions.
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METHODS EMPLOYED  
BY SUPER NODES

What methods are used by super nodes 
to cater to the needs of DSI projects and 
build a stronger European DSI ecosystem? 
That is the subject matter of this chapter. 
For starters, methods in the context of 
DSI super nodes should be understood as 
broad activity types that a super node relies 
upon regularly to achieve impact. The super 
nodes in DSI4EU differ in how exactly they 
support DSI projects and grow their clusters. 
Some super nodes, as this chapter shows, 
put more emphasis on co-creation and 
workshops, while others provide resources 
such as funding or machinery. 

Most methods of the super nodes entail 
broad strategies that are recurrently applied 
in their project, each time in slightly modified 
form. Therefore this chapter provides an 
overview of the typical ways of working 

used to support and scale DSI employed by 
different project partners. That inventory 
started from the simple question: 

How do you work with practitioners and 
partners to support and grow DSI? 

To answer this question, Waag – the 
coordinator of the DSI4EU clusters activities 
– led two webinars with project partners to 
establish a clearer understanding of what 
roles super nodes typically perform and by 
what means. On the basis of the webinar 
conversations and the cases, below we 
provide insights in the key methods used 
by super nodes, loosely grouped in four 
categories: Developing and mastering 
(social) tech, engagement and social impact, 
funding and finance, and organisational 
skills and development.
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Housing Fab Labs and Makerspaces

Fab Labs and Makerspaces provide 
widespread access to modern, small-
scale means for invention. They began 
as an outreach project from MIT’s Center 
for Bits and Atoms (CBA), and grew into 
a collaborative and global network. The 
Fab Lab Network is an open, creative 
community of fabricators, artists, scientists, 
engineers, educators, students, amateurs, 
and professionals, located in more than 40 
countries in over a thousand facilities. In the 
DSI4EU consortium, Waag, WeMake and Fab 
Lab Barcelona run Fab Labs. In the words of 
Matías Verderau of Fab Lab Barcelona, “The 
Fab Lab is by and large a practical foray into 
a new urban model for locally productive 
and globally connected self sufficient cities. 
When citizens are empowered to be the 
masters of their own destiny, their resilience 

is increased, and a more ecological system is 
developed because movement of materials 
and energy consumption is drastically 
reduced. It operates within the Fab Lab 
network, using it as a global infrastructure 
and knowledge source for the radical 
transformation on how we work, live, and 
play in cities.” 

Resource: The website www.fablabs.io 
provides a worldwide overview of labs, 
organisations and projects, as well as listing 
virtually all ‘fab’ machines that are about. 
Future features will include fab lab opening 
hours, events, a discussion section, and a 
developer API.

Case study: (5) Fab Academy, the largest 
digital fabrication campus in the world (page 
47)

DEVELOPING 
AND MASTERING 
(SOCIAL) TECH 
 
The first area of attention for DSI super nodes 
is on the technology side: the access to 
technology, the skill level of DSI projects, and 
the efficacy of technological development by 
socially engaged actors.

Photo: Waag
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Hosting and coordinating multipartner tech development projects

Within the digital social and civic tech 
domain, collaborating on tech development 
to further open source technology or support 
social innovation is essential. This approach 
makes use of the distributed efforts of 
developers to work on open tech projects and 
address common challenges like air quality 
or democratic participation. Super nodes 
typically perform a broad supportive and 
connective role. This could include providing 
infrastructure, i.e. venues and materials for 
meetings and work sessions, guidance with 
the use of technologies such as sensors, and 
project coaching.

As an example, WeMake hosted six ‘Makers 
in Residence’, allowing nascent civic 
innovations to find partners, access resources, 
and receive coaching. According to Zoe 
Romano of WeMake,“these residencies are 
not only focused on making things, but 
also on understanding the level of project 
indicators: what are your targets, who are 
your stakeholders? We analysed the situation 
of the project together with the participants 
and helped them work out the different 
project stages. Overall, it entails acceleration 
of the projects based on their specific needs. 
Noteworthy is that the residency projects 
are not a business or NGO; they are groups 

of individuals with personal experience. The 
individuals are often far apart or not able to 
work together for a longer period of time. 
The residency approach allowed them to do 
exactly this, which helped a lot.”

Resources: 

SI Learning Repository, a large collection of 
tools for organising social innovation events, 
stakeholder engagement, prototyping, and 
project design. https://www.silearning.eu/
tools

How to run a successful Hackathon, a step-
by-step guide by Joshua Tauberer based 
on running and participating in many 
hackathons. https://hackathon.guide 

Case studies: 

(9) Open Rampette, one Maker in Residence 
project hosted by WeMake aimed at 
improving store accessibility (page 56)

(11) Poblenou Maker District, an initiative to 
promote the creation of DSI activities and 
projects in Barcelona (page 61)

(13) Voice Instruments, another Maker in 
Residence developing an open source 
interface that reads simple monitors for the 
visually impaired (page 66)

Photo: Waag
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Enabling peer learning on social tech

In the field of DSI, which is highly contingent 
upon cooperation, creativity, and the 
discovery of new avenues, instigating 
shared learning processes among different 
stakeholder is crucial. This approach is know 
as ‘peer learning’, a two-way, reciprocal 
learning activity. Peer learning should 
be mutually beneficial and involve the 
sharing of knowledge, ideas and experience 
between the participants. Ideally the 
participants diffuse this learning back to their 
organisations to ensure embedding of the 
knowledge. Peer learning is also a suitable 
way to strengthen multigenerational teams: 
because of rapid technological developments, 
knowledge transfer between (broadly 
experienced) seniors and (tech-savvy) juniors 
has become more complicated and more 
time should be devoted to it. 

Code for Poland is one of the projects in the 
DSI4EU consortium where peer learning is 
employed. Krzysztof Izdebski of ePaństwo 
Foundation explained: “We host weekly 
meetings in which people can present an 
idea and allow people to work in groups 
on their projects. People in DSI often don’t 
have a space to work together; we provide 
them with space. ePaństwo Foundation 
enables the creation of working groups 
on issues such as digital democracy and 

democratization. We also provide ‘mentors’ 
for practitioners and facilitate projects at 
times, helping organizations to find other 
partners. In all, we are providing a space for 
DSI projects to reflect on what they do and 
become better at it.” 11

Peer learning is also a crucial element of the 
DSI4EU project itself. Peer learning events 
are being organised by all super nodes with 
the aim of supporting organisations and 
strengthening the DSI Clusters (see page 11).

Resource: Playbook for innovation learning. 
35 diagrams to support talking and thinking 
about learning for innovation (Nesta, 2018). 
A practitioners book to provide a foundation 
and structure for making innovation learning 
decisions. URL: https://www.nesta.org.uk/
publications/playbook-innovation-learning 

Case studies: 

(2) Code for Poland, a space for activists 
and IT developers in seven Polish cities that 
serves as the incubator for tech projects 
(page 41)

(8) MID Talent, an acceleration educational 
program for creative entrepreneurship 
aimed at young people, which unites design 
thinking and digital fabrication (page 54)

11. Blake Beus, “Age Is Just A Number: How Peer-To-Peer Learning Can Strengthen A Multigenerational Workforce”, 2016, http://www.
digitalistmag.com/future-of-work/2016/10/21/peer-to-peer-learning-strengthen-multigenerational-workforce-04576989
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Organising social events

Regular (i.e. weekly or monthly) meetings 
to talk and work on specific issues are the 
bread and butter of many super nodes. They 
can take the shape of meetups, hacknights, 
work sessions or discussion events. In the 
DSI4EU consortium, social events take 
many shapes. For example, Waag organises 
public events every Thursday night in their 
prominent Amsterdam venue, mostly 
consisting of a combination of a lecture 
and a workshop, on any topic that relates 
to technology and society. Barcelona Activa 
organises DSI-specific events such as the 
Maker Mornings, a set of regular meet-
ups to engage the DSI community, and 
bigger events such as the Barcelona Maker 

Faire, which aims at to promote the DSI 
movement. And WeMake in Milan takes 
community design on social issues as a 
default. Zoe Romano explains: “First we map 
and analyse which groups of people could 
be interested in scaling certain DSI solutions. 
Then we usually gather with people through 
community nights or other events in order 
to share with us the challenges they have. 
We then do matchmaking or brokering to 
connect people to each other.”

Case study: (9) Open Rampette, one Maker in 
Residence project hosted by WeMake aimed 
at improving store accessibility (page 56)

ENGAGEMENT 
AND SOCIAL 
IMPACT
In the transition from tech-first to issue-first 
DSI as advocated by the DSI4EU consortium 
(see chapter 2), methods to demonstrate 
social impact and building technology-savvy 
communities around social issues are crucial. 
The following examples deal with spurring 
engagement and delivering social impact.
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Fig. 3. The Co-Creation Navigator is a comprehensive tool developed by Waag to help with setting up and running co-creative processes. 
The Navigator is set up as a journey through the co-creative landscape. It uses the metaphor of a subway map to guide you on your 
journey through the different stations of a co-creative process. The co-creation navigator helps process facilitators wishing to co-create 
with a diverse group of citizens, users and/or stakeholders. First timers will learn about co-creation (methods and mindsets) and people 
more experienced in co-creation can explore new methods (and in the future add and share their own preferred methods). See http://ccn.
waag.org. 

Co-creation is a powerful way to deal with 
‘wicked problems’  and innovate practices. 
Any project that is too complex for a simple 
top-down approach can benefit hugely 
from co-creation. There may be many 
interdependencies, different stakeholders 
that might not be able or willing to articulate 
their position or a context that is subject to 
sudden change. Co-creation will give you 
a better understanding of the problems 
you’re trying to address and of context and 
motivations of all stakeholders, and it will 
ensure that the project has buy-in from 
everybody involved. A well-designed co-
creation process ensures that people with 
various backgrounds (i.e. user experience, IT, 
legal) can collaborate despite their different 
languages and contribute on equal footing. 

Resource: Co-Creation Navigator. Recently 
Waag has published the first public beta of 
the Co-Creation Navigator, a comprehensive 
tool to design and run co-creation processes 
for all kinds of situations, developed with 
partners in four EU projects - Mobility Urban 
Values, Cities-4-People, BigPicnic and DO IT 
(see Fig. 3).

Case studies: 

(7) Making Sense, local communities using 
open source software and hardware, digital 
maker practices and open design to make 
sense of their environments and address 
environmental problems (page 51)

(9) Open Rampette, one Maker in Residence 
project hosted by WeMake aimed at 
improving store accessibility (page 56)

Co-creation practices
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Properly communicating events/projects to the specific target group

Projects in DSI often have trouble 
communicating their stories and their 
needs. Super nodes seek to understand 
the shortcomings with respect to DSI 
communication and improve projects’ 
communicative skills. Concrete methods 
include organising networks and 
programmes centred around social impact 
areas. These can be connected to meetup 
events and coaching sessions to improve 
project communication, networking to 
help create fruitful connections (with other 
projects, with media, with policymakers, with 
funders, with tech/legal/comms specialists), 

and campaigns to communicate the 
narrative and urgency of DSI.

Case studies:

(12) TransparenCEE Network, A network of 
civic tech activists from Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE), working on tools (incl. scaling), 
research, and peer learning (page 63)

(14) We boost what you do, a DSI-specific call 
for tenders to foster new DSI pilots (one-year 
long) in Barcelona (page 68)

Harnessing data to demonstrate impact

By its nature, digital social innovation 
employs digital and data-driven techniques 
to get organised, share and exchange 
knowledge, make informed decisions, and 
create new solutions. However, the impact 
attained by DSI projects is often difficult 
to measure and verify. It is a particular 
challenge to determine the right amount 
of time and money to spend on erecting 
digital platforms and collecting data vis-à-vis 
investing in the social side of the equation: 
people’s energies, lasting connections, and 
a persuasive message. Harnessing data to 
demonstrate impact fits right in the middle. 
On the one hand knowledge about where to 
find and how to process data is decisive; on 
the other, impact can often be demonstrated 
by just a few, well visualised, statistics. Super 
nodes are often well aware of data sources 
and can give advice on how to go from 
data deluge to communicating impact. For 
DSI as a whole, currently notable examples 
of informative data sources are the Fab 
City Dashboard and the Open Knowledge 
Foundation’s open data index. The DSI4EU 

project is in the process of developing a 
dedicated DSI Index that helps policy makers 
on different levels assess and understand the 
DSI ‘readiness’ of a city, region or country. 

Resources: 

Fab City Dashboard, a dashboard for all 
the Fab Cities (currently 16) where citizens, 
civic leaders, digital fabrication laboratories 
and makers can understand the existing 
resilience of their cities and how they are 
having an impact on it. http://dashboard.fab.
city 

Global Open Data Index, the most 
comprehensive snapshot available of the 
state of open government data publication. 
https://index.okfn.org 

Case study: (4) Digital Routes to Integration, 
evaluation of refugee tech projects aimed 
at increasing network building, peer-to-
peer learning as well as newcomer lead 
innovation (page 45)
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FUNDING AND 
FINANCE
Creating funds that are accessible to the 
digital social innovation community is 
fundamental to stimulate new developments 
and cooperation. Governments traditionally 
have a hard time making small funds 
available in the civil society domain. A super 

node would be ideally placed to distribute 
small funds while at the same time provide 
knowledge and support needed to help spur 
innovations. Most super nodes do not have 
the possibility to directly provide financial 
support to DSI initiatives, which is perceived 
as a weakness with regard to scaling DSI (see 
next chapter), but the examples below show 
how super nodes have shaped financing 
programmes in conjunction with public 
partners.

Facilitating public funds to foster DSI projects

Super nodes can cooperate with public 
partners to run financing schemes. Funding 
is provided by the government and/or 
existing wealth funds, while the funding 
objectives, programme and assessment 
are carried out by a project team including 
experts from the DSI field. The Prototype 
Fund in Germany is a case in point (https://
prototypefund.de/en/). It supports ideas 
in civic tech, data literacy, data security, 
and software infrastructure. The Prototype 
Fund is a project of the Open Knowledge 
Foundation Germany, funded by the Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research. With a 
grant of up to €47.500, software developers, 
hackers, and creatives can write code and 
develop open source prototypes. 

The partners in DSI4EU have been involved 
in a number of innovative financing schemes 
- cases discussed in this report come from 
Nesta, betterplace lab and Barcelona Activa. 
As Lavinia Schwedersky of betterplace lab 
explains: “We often act in projects as an 
intermediary in order to generate funding 

for projects from partners. A particular 
example is our project Demokratie.io. This 
is a democratisation ‘challenge’, where 
people can submit an idea on a project and 
win funding. The governmental funding is 
‘broken down’ by betterplace so that smaller 
partners can apply and make use of it.” 
Betterplace lab is also involved as a partner 
in the Prototype Fund.

Case studies:

(3) Demokratie.io, supporting digital 
democracy projects from Germany through 
a funding competition and a network aimed 
at peer-to-peer learning (page 43)

(6) Inclusive Technology Prize, prize 
to encourage innovation in products, 
technologies and systems that give disabled 
people equal access to life’s opportunities 
(page 49)

(14) We boost what you do, a DSI-specific 
call for tenders to foster new DSI pilots in 
Barcelona (page 68)
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Supporting crowd campaigns

Rewards- and donations-based 
crowdfunding has grown exponentially over 
the last five years. Crowdfunding provided 
leeway when public budgets were cut 
down after the global credit crunch, but 
has since emerged as a durable source 
of funding for (particularly) social and 
cultural projects. In the case of matched 
crowdfunding (where a funder such as 
a government matches the amount of 
crowdfunding money collected) the impact 
and success rate of crowd campaigns and 
the funded projects improves even further. 
Matched crowdfunding is a new way to 
manage institutional budgets that provides 
legitimacy of spending, citizen participation, 
and sustainability and transparency of the 
investments. For DSI super nodes, (matched) 
crowdfunding is a method to establish 
long-term relationships with funders, 

crowdfunding organisations, communities 
of interest, and DSI projects looking for new 
funds and networks.

Resource: 

Matching the crowd, Nesta’s report on 
combining crowdfunding and institutional 
funding to advance social innovation 
projects. https://www.nesta.org.uk

European Crowdfunding Network, Europe-
wide network of crowdfunding platforms 
and resource of crowdfunding information. 
http://eurocrowd.org

Case study: (1) Arts and Heritage, a pilot 
exploring the potential of matched 
crowdfunding, leading to almost 60 projects 
being funded by almost 5,000 backers (page 
38)

Photo: Tree Wifi
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ORGANISATIONAL 
SKILLS AND 
DEVELOPMENT

How does a project organise itself, develop 
its governance, build relations with 
stakeholders, and make the right decisions? 
The questions pertaining to organisation 
and leadership are perhaps most profound 
and decisive for the sustainability of DSI 
projects. Some of those questions can be 
dealt with using straightforward design 
tools and design principles; others should 
be tackled by investing in leadership skills 
and lasting relations. The examples below 
provide starting points, derived from the 
experience of the DSI4EU super nodes.

Providing web platforms and supporting tools for organisations/teams

As discussed in chapter 2, an essential 
role of super nodes is not just facilitating 
new connections, but also creating the 
infrastructure (physical or digital) for peer 
to peer connections to be made of their 
own accord. Many super nodes make use of 
the opportunities of digital connectivity - a 
theme intensively studied and developed 
by the “Collective Awareness Platforms 
for Sustainability and Social Innovation” 
(CAPSSI) initiative (https://capssi.eu). 
Similarly, the project website of DSI4EU 
(https://digitalsocial.eu) is a resource and 
platform for the 1,952 (and increasing) DSI 
organisations in the community. Developing 
and sustaining web platforms is a high-effort 
activity, with practical trade-offs similar 
to the ones noted under the ‘harnessing 
data’ method (page 22). Many super nodes 
are experienced in running platforms 

and increasingly look for opportunities to 
collaborate - with small and big nodes in 
their network - rather than launching new 
platforms that might not live up to the 
ambitions. 

Case studies:

(5) Fab Academy, the largest digital 
fabrication campus in the world (page 47) 

(10) Platform Maker Education, stimulating 
the bottom-up maker education movement 
by introducing students, teachers and 
schools to the practices of maker education 
through workshops, conferences, and an 
online platform (page 58)

(12) TransparenCEE Network, a network of 
civic tech activists from Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE), working on tools (incl. scaling), 
research, and peer learning (page 63)
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Guiding business and platform model design

Shaping a solid earning model is a challenge 
for most DSI initiatives - DSI projects 
combine a social purpose (i.e. they are often 
non commercial and not for profit) with 
novel applications such as digital platforms. 
It is therefore no surprise that many super 
nodes provide guidance or enable peer 
learning on business models and funding. 
Similarly, coaching on leadership, personal 
growth, and team development is often 
part of DSI peer learning trajectories and 
acceleration programmes.

Resources: 

SI Learning Repository, a large collection of 
tools for organising social innovation events, 
stakeholder engagement, prototyping, and 
project design. https://www.silearning.eu/
tools

Platform Design Toolkit, inspired by 
Strategyzer’s famous Business Model Canvas, 
is a set of canvas exercises that assist the 
design of ‘platform’ models - i.e. a project or 
enterprise driven by a platform that enables 
connections and transactions between 
large amounts of online users. http://
platformdesigntoolkit.com 

Case studies:

(6) Inclusive Technology Prize, prize 
to encourage innovation in products, 
technologies and systems that give disabled 
people equal access to life’s opportunities 
(page 49)

(14) We boost what you do, a DSI-specific 
call for tenders to foster new DSI pilots in 
Barcelona (page 68)

Principles for design 

With digital technologies becoming 
accessible and omnipresent, organisations 
need to understand the full potential and 
impacts of the technologies they employ. 
When considering a new social tech project, 
or reviewing the way the organisation is 
currently using technology to deliver impact, 
design principles can help make decisions, 
solve dilemmas or guide a new course of 
action. By designing along established 
principles, tech for good initiatives are 
more likely to a) deliver social impact, b) be 
responsible and ethical, c) engage users, 
commissioners, policymakers and other 
stakeholders, and d) be able to scale their 
impact. Such principles can be less or more 
specific. For example, Tech for Good and 
Doteveryone have each summed up key 
principles of social tech design and the 
Government of Canada is developing a set of 
digital development principles of their own.12  
The resources given below provide more 

extensive overviews, examples and tools for 
lean, ethical and purpose-driven design in 
digital development.

Resources:

Principles for digital development, nine 
well-resourced guidelines designed to help 
digital development practitioners integrate 
established best practices into technology-
enabled programs. https://digitalprinciples.
org/ 

Government design principles, the UK 
government’s design principles from the 
Government Digital Service. https://www.gov.
uk/guidance/government-design-principles 

Alidade, an online tool that helps social 
initiatives determine what digital technology 
tools may or may not deliver what their 
target users need. https://alidade.tech/ 

12. Tech for good principles: http://www.techforgood.global/principles/  
DotEveryone's draft guidelines for responsible tech: https://medium.com/doteveryone/exploring-what-responsible-technology-
means-4f2a69b50a61  
The Government of Canada’s digital principles: https://open.canada.ca/en/blog/digital-principles 
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SELF-ASSESSMENT OF THE 
DSI4EU SUPER NODES

How well placed are the DSI4EU super 
nodes currently to support digital social 
innovation? What features or characteristics 
work to our advantage, and which might 
be less advantageous? In the first quarter of 
the project (Jan-March 2018) we took stock 
of our positions as super nodes by assessing 
our own practice and our organisational 
strengths and weaknesses as well as 
the opportunities and threats facing our 
organisations (SWOT analysis). The concepts 
and findings were discussed during two 
consortium-wide webinars in February and 
March 2018. This chapter summarizes the 
results in three sections: on organisation size 
and dynamics, on position and reach, and on 
funding. 

ORGANISATION 
SIZE AND 
DYNAMICS
Organisation size proved to be an 
intriguing property as the super nodes 
reported different pros and cons of their 
organisation’s composition. Any size has 
both advantages and disadvantages, but 
it also comes down to the way one works 
as an organisation. Strongly connected 
to the organisation’s size, therefore, is 
the organisational agility and flexibility of 
work on the one hand, and institutional 
embeddedness on the other hand. 

WeMake (about 10 in size) emphasised 
the close kinship between pros and cons 
of having a small and agile organisation. 
“Agility through having a small size allows 
for quicker actions to be taken. The other 
side of it is that we can’t really hire people if 
there is no money for a project yet.” A small 
core operation comes with low base funding 
and makes it cumbersome to organise for 

continuity. This aspect will be further dealt 
with in the Funding section below.

Nesta, with a staff of over 150, reports from 
the other side. “You tend to create hierarchy 
if your organization starts to grow,” says Peter 
Baeck. But a well-established organisation 
comes with advantages too, allowing it to 
have a strong and decisive impact on the 
scaling of DSI. “Nesta uses its networks 
to reach out to where the money usually 
comes from and to then allow other smaller 
organizations and initiatives to more easily 
locate those money streams.” That being 
said, the large and established Nesta reports 
to be “usually one step removed from on-
the-ground practice” in DSI, not engaging 
in social tech innovations directly but more 
focussing on policy, funding, research, and 
processes. From the perspective of DSI 
initiative, an organisation like Nesta can 
come across as somewhat distant and 
established.

Waag and Fab Lab Barcelona shared their 
experiences from their intermediate sizes. 
Waag (a little under 60) is sometimes 
considered a big and established 
organisation by the smaller players in their 
DSI environment, while they also work a 
lot with large, conventional organisations 
who consider Waag to be small and nimble. 
Waag is able to cover many topics, although 
the position of Waag is, like betterplace 
lab, often that of the agile partner bringing 
in co-creative methods and refreshing 
perspectives. While appreciated, this position 
can also be unclear for funders and partners. 
Fab Lab Barcelona (about 25 in size) has 
had somewhat similar experiences: “We are 
in different points: agile in some activities, 
but more as a company in other. This mix of 
organizational models is a strong point but 
it is also a risk: the different philosophies can 
clash and occasionally confuse our work.” 

Related to size is also how these 
organisations are governed; betterplace 
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lab for example has an interesting model. 
Betterplace lab reported a recent change 
in ways of working due to staff leaving. “We 
adopted something in between holacracy 
and the New Work approach, the idea of a 
competency-based hierarchy, which helps 
to be very agile in our work. Workers have 
no direct boss, but are very flexible in their 
working hours etc. We have now started 
giving workshops to other organizations 
and companies that want to learn about our 
unique way of working. This is a new way for 
us to make other sectors think about new 
ways of working.” Betterplace indicated that 
agile working not only proves well for their 
efficacy but also generates new projects and 
assignments, as the interest in agile working 
is growing (see Table 1: Opportunities). 

In accord with research, the agile design 
of (smaller) social innovation agencies 
seems to have an inverse relation with 
organisational hierarchy, including the 
presence of a managerial layer. The LIPSE 
project (Learning from Innovation in Public 
Sector Environments; EU FP7 no 320090; 
2011-14) analysed how organisation size and 

composition affect risk governance. The 
LIPSE researchers found that the financial 
and operational control provided by 
management in larger organisations best 
mitigates the typical risks that stem from the 
uncertainties of social innovation practices. 
However, in larger organisations the actual 
innovators and facilitators are often little 
involved in risk mitigation.  The connection 
between the position of super nodes in 
the DSI field and the skills and capabilities 
present in the organisation will be further 
discussed in the next section.

Given the pros and cons of either end of 
the scale, it seems important for the DSI 
field as a whole that there are both smaller 
and larger super nodes who take up their 
respective roles as either agile agents or 
established power houses. In chapter 2, we 
already flagged the necessity to have a DSI 
ecosystem with many mutual connections 
rather than hub-and-spoke configurations 
- much like the difference between 
decentralised and distributed systems 
famously described by Paul Baran (see Fig. 
4).

Fig. 4. Centralised, decentralised and distributed network models by Paul Baran, part of a Rand Corporation study to create a robust 
and nonlinear military communication network. From: Baran, P. On distributed communications. I. Introduction to distributed 
communications networks. Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation, 1964, p. 2.
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Table 1: Harmonised and scored SWOT outcomes

Strengths
6 Being well connected on multiple scales and across fields
5 Leading/veteran position - knowledgeable, respected, hype-resistant
3 Delivering impact through experimentation, co-creation or crowdsourcing
2 Having both online and offline presence
2 Small organisation size means we are agile
2 Think and do tank / we bridge theory and practice

Weaknesses
3 Small organisation - we cannot respond to all opportunities
2 Generalist position - not very focussed, little specialist knowledge
2 Big organisation - bureaucratic, inflexible, segmented work streams
2 Elite image/identity - usually one step removed from on-the-ground practice
2 Unable to provide financial support to initiatives

Opportunities
6 Increasing recognition of need for DSI in government and broader society
2 Growing demand for capable intermediaries in digital social entrepreneurship
2 Growing demand for agile, experimentational, creative ways of working
2 Shrinking (public and funder) budgets = higher demand for social innovation
2 Tech and skills needed for DSI ecosystem are increasingly there, also among citizens

Threats
3 Funding: lack of base funding to develop nascent ideas and directions
2 Funding: increasing time spent on fundraising affects time spent on impact
2 Competition: digital is becoming mainstream, affecting our position
1 Education system is classical/outdated - affects uptake, spread, talent pool
1 Lack of social orientation in our network
1 Lack of interest in technological possibilities for problem solving
1 Growing concerns about negative impacts tech could affect faith in DSI
1 Capture / crowding out of DSI field by big/commercial tech players
1 We depend on the current (positive) political momentum, which is feeble
1 Brexit consequences

Harmonised outcomes of SWOT analyses performed by the consortium. Harmonisation means 
similar answers by partners were grouped and expressed as single answer. Scores indicate the 
number of consortium partners who submitted the strength/weakness/opportunity/threat. 



30

POSITION AND 
REACH
DSI is an emergent field and like social 
innovation in general it is not very strictly 
defined nor widely recognised. However, 
overall the super nodes are optimistic about 
their prospects in terms of interest in DSI 
from the wider audience and particular 
stakeholders (see Table 1: Opportunities). 
Demand for DSI expertise is growing and 
partners sense that the tech and social skills 
required for a vibrant DSI ecosystem “are 
increasingly there” in society. But also, super 
nodes have a role in growing that demand, 
and influencing so that people are aware of 
and interested in DSI.

Among the Strengths, partners typically 
indicated that their position and reach is 
strong, seemingly thanks to the partners 
maintaining a combination of strategies 
(e.g. working online and offline, and working 
with many different stakeholders across 
different scales and fields). The generalist 
position (lack of specialisation) that this 
may engender was identified as Weakness, 
but not very strongly so. The results of the 
questionnaire suggest that the super nodes 
are able to balance a broad stream of work, 
targeting policy makers, DSI projects, and 
civil society / citizens (Table 2).

As noted, the concept of ‘DSI clusters’ is 
the second major infrastructural innovation 
in the new stage of the DSI4EU project 
compared to previous projects. The rationale 
behind the creation of DSI clusters is that 
until now studies and practice in the field of 
DSI have focused too heavily on technology 
at the expense of the social impact they can 
deliver. We believe that this tech-first, rather 
than issues-first, approach has impeded 
the growth of DSI and continues to do so. 
From here, we have developed the concept 
of DSI clusters as a way of moving towards 
an issues-first discourse. The need for this 
changeover is demonstrated by the Digital 
Routes to Integration case, for example. 
Betterplace lab’s network within the civic 
tech scene is really solid, but their network 
with stakeholders from charities or the 

municipalities is weaker. “We have learnt 
that building new relationships and trust 
takes time and that needs to be taken into 
account when planning events or interviews. 
As a coping strategy for our current project 
we are partnering with a foundation that 
has a strong network within the ‘established’ 
scene.”

Discussing the breadth of DSI - whether it is 
more of a niche movement or rather quite 
broad-lived - while some partners felt that 
their work on DSI is mostly connected to 
countermovements that are challenging 
dominant institutions, all felt that DSI has 
a broad relevance. Digital social innovation 
relates to social movements but certainly 
also to public services and to commercial 
activities. Furthermore, there is more 
and more hybridization of DSI between 
government, market, and third sector; 
the difference between these sectors is 
somewhat vanishing and the narrative of 
DSI welcomes this hybridization. It might be 
that partners have to reshape the narrative 
all the time due to the fact that they are 
involved in a lot of discussions and events 
at the same time. We are working in a field 
that is very lively and not so straightforward. 
The fellow projects reviewed in the literature 
section substantiate this liminal condition of 
(digital) social innovation, but clear avenues 
forward have not yet been identified. As 
today digitalisation is one of the main drivers 
of change - and disruption - the experiences 
collected in the DSI field are critical and 
warrant further research, dissemination, and 
collaboration among DSI organisations.

A final, related theme relevant for 
understanding the position of super 
nodes in DSI is the required combination 
of capabilities to support DSI. Given the 
urgency of the issues addressed and the 
limited recognition and institutional support 
for the approaches taken, DSI facilitators 
have a complex task where new lessons 
have to be learned time and time again. 
The partners underscore the importance 
of investing time to explore in depth the 
landscape of a particular social issue, 
seeking to understand the relations anew 
instead of assuming a certain configuration. 
Skills in co-creation and agile solution 
design can help tackling these confounded 
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processes. Thinking practically in terms of 
solutions in the beginning of the design 
process provides a solid starting point 
that can be used to test your assumption 
and discuss your ideas. Rapid iterations, 
user research, and user interviews are the 
principal elements that can guide design 

processes for DSI. While those concepts and 
tools are well accepted in the world of the 
industry, they are not used that much in the 
domain of policymaking, regulations, and 
city administration, although the design 
principles listed on page 26 shows that 
public recognition is emerging. 

Table 2. Most important responses given in super node questionnaire.

Which sectors of society does your work 
primarily strive to influence?

• Nonprofit & Civil Society

• Public Authority & Local Institutions

• Community or Grassroots

• Government & Political Parties

Which of the following do you consider to be 
outputs of your work?

• Engaged citizens

• Policy or Recommendations

• Public assets & Resources

• New technologies or Products

If your work has a focus on providing 
services, which ones are they?

• Incubation & Facilitation

• Networking & New relationships

• Open source technology solutions

• Advice & Expertise

To which means/mechanisms/leverage 
points does your work in particular 
contribute to, or help to enable in order to 
achieve desired outcomes?

• Improving access to information and 
knowledge

• Fostering trust and transparency

• Reforming political and leadership 
structures

• Facilitating a systemic approach to 
complex challenges

Which kinds of support, additional resources, 
or context changes would best enable you to 
fulfill or further your project aims? 

• Political influence or leadership

• Interest (attention and participation)

• Funding (financial assets)
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FUNDING
The final report of the previous DSI4EU 
project contains the recommendation to 
invest in intermediaries and the support 
infrastructure for DSI. The report argues as 
follows: “Funding has tended to be directed 
towards individual projects, which benefits 
those projects greatly but is of little use 
to the wider sector. Therefore, policy and 
funding at the European and national levels 
should focus support on intermediaries 
and support organisations such as 
incubators, accelerators, event organisers, 
meetups, networks, physical hubs, and 
training initiatives. This would grow a more 
decentralised support infrastructure in which 
whole communities can be supported, rather 
than just the recipients of funding from 
centralised initiatives.” (Stokes et al. 2017, p. 
103)

Perhaps unsurprisingly, funding emerged as 
an important theme in the SWOT analysis. 
Super nodes work on a project basis for a 
large part, spending up to a quarter of their 
time to find new sources of funding. WeMake 
reported that they “have continuous funding 
from local municipal or public organizations, 
but only partially. In Italy, project-based 
work is much shorter than on the EU-level, 
which creates a challenging discrepancy 
in terms of working on projects and their 
funding.” And Waag shared the experience of 
working on many different types of projects 
in which they always pursue an innovation, 
which means that they seldom valorise a 
project a second time and continuously 
develop funding relations with new funders. 
The partners also indicated that from their 
expertise they often end up giving a lot of 
free consultancy, owing to their expertise and 
the ‘missionary’ energy they have to advocate 
for digital social innovation. That said, the 
partners were able to mention opportunities 
for themselves as DSI super nodes that, by 
and large, even out the funding-related 
challenges they reported on.

Pertaining to the broader question of 
supporting DSI, multiple partners remarked 
that they would like to be able to fund DSI 
projects directly, or at least exert closer 
influence on funding streams. A super node 

is ideally placed to distribute small funds 
while at the same time provide knowledge 
and support needed to help spur innovations. 
However, most super nodes do not have 
the possibility to financially support DSI 
initiatives, which is perceived as a weakness 
with regard to scaling DSI. The super 
nodes’ desired capacity to provide financial 
support to emergent DSI projects should 
be seen as fortification of their existing 
(non-monetary) means of support, such as 
coaching, connecting and providing meeting 
space. If the phenomenon of DSI, and the 
contribution of DSI intermediaries such as 
super nodes, is to become more structural 
and solid, then the DSI ecosystem should be 
woven together more closely also in financial 
terms. Take the recruitment and retention 
of skilled workers, which is a challenge for 
both DSI projects and (smaller) DSI super 
nodes. Code for Poland looks at how they can 
introduce project grants especially aimed to 
help “dedicated project leaders to bring their 
prototypes to quality production level”. The 
current situation is that promising projects 
often cannot get enough people and skills 
on board to develop sustainably, echoing 
WeMake’s remarks about the critical size of 
the workforce they can sustain themselves. 

Drawing in volunteers is an excellent way to 
harness the energy and dedication of those 
with a heart for the subject matter, but not 
a way to mitigate financial limits: volunteer-
based projects require a strong and skilled 
effort from project leaders, which are often a 
scarce (because costly) good themselves. The 
skills project leaders require are particularly 
manifold in DSI projects as they involve 
volunteers, participatory and open-ended 
processes, co-creation (with the question of 
‘ownership’ emerging), and maintaining a 
community. On the opportunities side, one 
partner noted that “the biggest impact we 
can have as a super node is to do very good 
networking. Having a good communication 
impact might convince funders and 
policymakers more easily and open up larger 
funding streams for DSI, both for projects 
and for intermediaries.” 

Finally, the group discussed the overall 
political-economic momentum, which is on 
the side of DSI but at the same time austerity 
policies have become more normal. For 
example, there have been a lot of changes in 
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the job market in Italy in the last years. There 
was little security for workers, who often only 
have short-term contracts. WeMake took this 
as an opportunity to stand for a new kind of 
job creation, for creative professionals that 
could be working in a kind of environment 
that builds on values that differ from those 
upheld by more corporate environments. 
Although fragile, this new community-based 
reality could in the end prove very fruitful 
from a job creation perspective.

In Barcelona, on the other hand, the current 
beneficial momentum could - in the eyes 
of the Barcelona super nodes - turn for the 
worse quite easily, while non-social tech 
players are increasingly in competition with 
DSI.

Overall, it was striking that the threats 
were least consistent among the partners, 

suggesting that these are most context 
specific (see Table 1). Hazarding a few 
inferences from the admittedly small 
sample, it seems that the collected 
strengths and weaknesses tell us more 
about the position of DSI super nodes in 
general - even if features like organisation 
size can vary widely. The opportunities also 
seem to be felt roughly equally by super 
nodes across geographies. The threats, 
however, seem to pertain more to economic 
and political conditions of the super nodes’ 
particular environs. From this we postulate 
that the operational risks of super nodes 
are difficult to generalise. Instigating peer 
learning about super nodes’ risks then 
would be an important next step to be 
undertaken by coordinative efforts in digital 
social innovation.
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CONCLUSION

Our previous DSI projects have shown that, 
despite the different challenges faced by 
digital social innovation initiatives, there 
have been quite a few successful examples 
growing their impact. Often these initiatives 
have been facilitated by intermediary 
organisations: organisations and networks 
that connect people, ideas, and resources, 
provide coaching, co-develop projects, 
and so on. The role of these intermediary 
organisations, so-called super nodes, has 
been the focus of this report. This chapter 
concludes the investigation into super node 
methods and identifies questions for future 
research.   

Super nodes: what and why?

In this report, we defined super nodes as 
leading DSI organisations that are well 
connected to DSI projects and relevant 
stakeholders in government, academia, 
science and industry, and aim to support 
DSI initiatives and DSI as a field to grow 
and scale its impact through a range of 
intermediary methods. Super nodes (in 
literature also referenced to as brokers, 
facilitators or intermediaries) take on a 
multitude of tasks, ranging from support in 
the forms of “funding and social investment, 
accelerator programmes, incubation, and 
the provision of space for research and 
development” to “access to mentors and 
coaches, networking, and … vital ‘hand-
holding’ for innovators … aiming to grow 
their ideas into viable ventures” (Domanski 
& Kaletka, 2017, p. 66). The explicit naming of 
the DSI4EU consortium members as ‘super 
nodes’ and the dedicated creation of ‘DSI 
clusters’ was motivated by what we and 
others have learned about what structural 
approaches are needed to achieve successful 
and sustainable processes of (digital) social 
innovation in the European context (see 
chapter 2). For example, many initiatives 
are weakly institutionalised and need to 

build partners to team up with in order to 
become professional and sustainable. The 
studied literature revealed that (digital) 
social innovation initiatives can only 
significantly transform social relations and 
institutions “by virtue of their embedding in 
and empowerment through various kinds 
of networks” (Haxeltine et al., 2017, p. 158). 
Indeed, the field of DSI is a multidisciplinary 
field, spanning diverse areas such as social 
sciences, technology and design. Bringing 
together similar DSI initiatives in translocal 
and transnational networks is an approach 
that can help these initiatives find funding, 
obtain legitimacy, facilitate knowledge 
sharing, learning, and peer support, as well 
as generate visibility and identity.

As shown in this report, super nodes typically 
perform a broad range of supportive and 
connective roles. This includes providing 
infrastructure, i.e. venues and materials for 
meetings and work sessions, guidance with 
the use of technologies such as sensors, 
and project coaching. Some super nodes 
put more emphasis on co-creation and 
workshops, while others provide access to 
resources such as funding or machinery. 
For example, the DSI4EU partners Waag, 
WeMake and Fab Lab Barcelona have been 
running fab labs for years, while Nesta, 
Barcelona Activa and betterplace lab 
provided exciting examples of how super 
nodes can organise funding for DSI ventures. 
Moreover, these cases of support are usually 
multi-dimensional: not merely focused on 
making or funding things, but also on better 
understanding and shaping the project: 
what are the project’s targets and success 
indicators, and what assets could be further 
available? Super nodes can offer support in 
different ways and are often acknowledged 
for doing so, our self-assessment showed. 
Importantly, this includes ‘soft’ aspects 
like project organisation, governance, and 
stakeholder involvement. The questions 
pertaining to organisation and leadership 
are perhaps most profound and decisive 
for the sustainability of DSI projects. Some 



35

of those questions can be dealt with using 
straightforward design tools and design 
principles; others are rather tackled by 
investing in leadership skills and lasting 
relations. 

The support provided by super nodes is 
often directed at groups consisting of people 
from different backgrounds, projects, and 
organisations. Virtually all studied cases 
involved ‘connective’ action in some form: 
they allowed people and projects to meet 
and share knowledge, and some engaged 
in serious co-creation. The super nodes’ 
projects themselves were often multipartner 
collaborations. These processes of ‘peer 
learning’ enable the creativity and open-
endedness required for the contingent and 
searching field that is DSI. In peer learning, 
participants engage in mutually beneficial 
forms of sharing ideas and experience, 
resulting in insights that are valuable to 
the individual participants - e.g. to solve 
particular problems they face - but also to 
the group as a whole: a reinforced common 
understanding of the situation they are in 
collectively, and the desired path forward.

We learned that there is no ideal size for a 
super node - the smaller, intermediate, and 
bigger organisations all had their pros and 
cons to share. A mixture of differently sized 
and organised intermediaries, maintaining 
many interconnections with DSI projects, 
stakeholders, and with each other, will 
best assure a strong DSI ecosystem. Also, 
an essential role of super nodes is not just 
facilitating new connections, but rather 
increasing the likelihood of DSI projects 
finding the right connections and facilities 
somewhere in their vicinity or online. 

The concept of super nodes offers scope 
to deepen the self-awareness of social 
innovation intermediaries and potentially 
increase institutional support for this 
particular role. The DSI4EU super nodes 
felt largely well-connected on multiple 
scales and across fields, and respected 
and recognized for it. There was a general 
feeling that the tide for DSI is rising, with 
growing attention for social and responsible 
ways of harnessing digital technologies 

and an increasing interest for agile, digitally 
supported ways of working and running 
projects. Our stories suggest that super 
nodes owe their effectiveness thanks to 
working on social tech, social impact and co-
creative, connective methods together.

The DSI4EU super nodes engage in 
advocacy for institutional support for DSI. 
This advocacy consists of direct policy work, 
but also indirect advocacy by ‘spreading the 
message’ of DSI and raising awareness about 
its role and potential. Super nodes engage 
in growing public support and spending on 
DSI relative to other innovation segments 
to ‘level the playing field’ for DSI. However, 
the questions of funding and institutional 
support are not only felt by DSI projects, 
but also by the super nodes themselves. 
In the SWOT analysis, the most frequently 
indicated threats related to funding, and 
time spent on finding new financial sources. 
The threats, however, seemed to relate 
relatively strongly to the particular economic 
and political geographies of the super 
nodes, compared to strengths, weaknesses 
and opportunities. From this we postulated 
that the operational risks of super nodes 
are difficult to generalise. Instigating peer 
learning about super nodes’ risks then would 
be an important next step to be undertaken 
by coordinative efforts in digital social 
innovation.

From super nodes to clusters

The concept of ‘DSI clusters’ is, next to 
the DSI super nodes, the second major 
infrastructural innovation in the new stage 
of the DSI4EU project. As explained in 
chapter 2, clusters consist of DSI projects 
and stakeholders focused on a shared social 
area, such as migration or sustainability. 
Within the DSI4EU consortium, each partner 
(with the exception of project lead Nesta) 
has a dual role as a super node and a cluster 
facilitator. We have developed the concept 
of DSI clusters as a way of moving towards 
an issues-first discourse, away from a tech-
first discourse which we found to impede 
the further growth of DSI in Europe. Most 
partners agreed that their networks within 
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the civic tech scene are presently stronger 
than in the scenes of non-tech charities 
aimed at a certain social impact area. While 
this report focused on the concept and roles 
of super nodes - the ‘how’ - the DSI clusters is 
where we anticipate the actual impact - the 
why and where. The clusters will be explored 
in detail in the remainder of work package 
2 of DSI4EU, with deliverables D2.2 and D2.4 
respectively mapping and analysing the six 
clusters that were defined for the present 
project. 
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1. ARTS AND 
HERITAGE 
MATCHED 
CROWDFUNDING 
PILOT

Super node: Nesta

Authors: Sam Mitchell and Matt Stokes

Summary

We worked with Arts Council England and 
Heritage Lottery Fund to explore the poten-
tial of matched crowdfunding, leading to 
almost 60 projects being funded by almost 
5,000 backers. The pilot ran from August 
2016 until October 2017, with projects coming 
from across the UK.

URL

https://www.nesta.org.
uk/project/arts-and-
heritage-matched-
crowdfunding-pilot 

Issue to be resolved 

Rewards- and dona-
tions-based crowd-
funding has grown 
exponentially over 
the last five years. As 
it has expanded as a 
market, institutions, 
local authorities and 
other funders have 
been exploring how 
they can match their 
grant funding with the 
crowd in order to find 
projects more efficient-
ly, stretch the amount 
of money raised and 
reach organisations 
and individuals outside 
their normal fund-

ing programmes. However, there was little 
research in this space and limited engage-
ment from arts and heritage organisations 
and projects. 

The project sought to both create a detailed 
body of evidence about matched crowd-
funding and its potential use cases, while si-
multaneously supporting a number of small 
organisations and projects to finance their 
projects.

Implemented solutions 

We ran two campaigns on Crowdfunder to 
help fund projects from individual artists 
(England only) and heritage organisations 
(cross-UK). Organisations were invited to 
apply for between £1,000 and £10,000 to 
match 25 per cent of a crowdfunding project. 
Their projects had to be between £4,000 and 
£40,000 in size overall. During the second 
half of the pilot, organisations were funded 
at 50 per cent (£2,000-£20,000) of the total, 
in order to stimulate a higher level of take-up 

t
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from organisations. 

Role of the super node

Nesta led the design of the pilot, the re-
search and data collection and project 
management of the crowdfunding plat-
form, Crowdfunder UK. The grant funding 
was provided by Arts Council England (ACE) 
and Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF). We had 
run grant funding programmes with both 
ACE and HLF, and had also published policy 
reports (including The New Art of Finance) 
looking at how matched crowdfunding could 
be of use to the arts and cultural sector spe-
cifically. After discussions with ACE, HLF and 
the Department for Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport (DCMS), the pilot became a policy 
commitment in the DCMS’s  Culture White 
Paper.

Engaging projects was the hardest part of 
the pilot. We were not sure how big the mar-
ket was for this type of funding, so we did not 
promote it too heavily at first. When we real-
ised we needed to get the word out further, 
we did a big physical and digital push. We 
sent out newsletters with case studies, tried 
to go through networks, and promoted via 
social media and our respective websites. We 
also did three events in which we explained 
the fund in detail to heritage organisations. 
Due to slow initial take-up by projects seek-
ing funding, we changed the funding criteria 
in the second phase and widened the criteria 
to include arts organisations (rather than 
individual artists) and broadened the geo-
graphical scope for heritage to the whole of 
the UK.

Challenges included technical challenges 
(e.g. holding funds in escrow), determining 
criteria for funding, and assessing project 
quality. We wanted to be as light-touch as 
possible, but eventually had to include a 
decision-maker from each of the funding 
organisations. Communicating a complex 
pilot with limited resources to the public was 
quite challenging, but got easier once we 
had a number of case studies and successful 
applicants to draw on.

Results

In total, £251,500 was provided in match 
funding to 59 projects to help leverage an 

additional £405,941 from the crowd of 4,970 
backers. Through analysing crowdfunding 
data, a survey and interviews, we made sev-
eral research findings: 

• The pilot largely attracted new supporters 
and finance for arts and heritage organisa-
tions, rather than drawing from existing 
philanthropic sources.

• Matched crowdfunding goes beyond 
increasing financial contributions. 85% of 
fundraisers reported receiving non-finan-
cial contributions such as voluntary work 
offers and campaign design advice.

• Crowdfunding improves skill levels for indi-
viduals and organisations: More than two in 
three fundraisers reported that running the 
crowdfunding campaign significantly im-
proved their pitching and fundraising skills.

• While crowdfunding can help fundrais-
ers easily attract a global audience, in the 
majority of cases backers live less than 20 
miles from the project they supported and 
the majority stated that they were going to 
see or experience the project in person.

• While matched crowdfunding attracts a 
diverse mix of backers in terms of age, edu-
cation and average income, it risks being 
dominated by a few large donors, with the 
top 1% of backers giving 24% of the total 
crowd contribution.

Next steps

• Nesta has delivered a number of work-
shops on matched crowdfunding, includ-
ing working with Comic Relief on how to 
implement a match fund, and bringing 
together a range of trusts and funders 
from outside of the arts to look in-depth at 
the findings. 

• We are scoping work with high-profile 
public bodies and charities and both ACE 
and HLF have matched crowdfunding on 
the agenda as they consult on their future 
strategies.

Lessons 

We learnt how important it is to invest time 
in co-design, and to explore in depth the cur-
rent landscape. We also realised the impor-
tance of getting out and talking to potential 
applicants, to understand their concerns and 
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tailor support towards them. On the evalu-
ation/research side, we realised how impor-
tant it is to do dummy runs of all of the data 
collection to ensure there are no problems 
that cannot be solved at a later date, and to 

collect as many case studies as possible from 
successful applicants, which will illuminate 
what you are trying to do through the pilot.
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2. CODE FOR 
POLAND

Super node: ePaństwo Foundation

Author: Krzysztof Izdebski

Summary

A space for activists and IT developers in 
seven Polish cities that serves as the incuba-
tor for tech projects serving public interest 
since 2014.

URL

https://codeforpoland.org/ 

Issue to be resolved

As ePaństwo Foundation is a civic tech NGO, 
we were approached both by “civic” and 
“tech” communities to help them with spe-
cific issues. We realized that the “civic” com-
munity generally has no tech background 
and, as a result, no dedicated funding to de-
velop and run education programs on tech-
nology. On the other hand, the “tech” com-
munity wishes to share their competences 
for social purposes, but does not have a 
thorough understanding of what is useful for 
citizens. We also learned that there are true 

reformers in public offices who see the need 
to solve problems with the use of technology, 
but lack resources and knowledge. For that 
reason we have established the project Code 
for Poland. 

Implemented solutions

Code for Poland is an interdisciplinary com-
munity seeking technological solutions to 
civic challenges. Code for Poland’s vision for 
the country is efficient public institutions 
being citizen-centric, companies focused 
on social issues operating on public data, 
progressive NGOs knowing how to advo-
cate with data, citizens involving themselves 
more in public matters, and lastly, dialogue 
that builds trust among all of these actors.

With the help of user experience (UX) men-
tors and other experts, we educated our 
leaders and team members to approach 
their ideas in a systematic and hands-on way. 
Simultaneously, we focused on ideas com-
ing from non-governmental organizations 
that work with certain social problems. We 
assigned them mentors who become trans-
lators of NGOs’ needs into the language of IT 
projects. We also push for open-source solu-
tions and promote the usage of open data. 

Role of the super node

Although it is a project run by ePaństwo 
Foundation, local brigades have autonomy to 
work in their own manner and elaborate the 

tools needed in the local context. 
ePaństwo supports them with a 
moderate budget for meetups. 
There is a national coordinator 
whose role is to build brigades 
and support their activities in dif-
ferent aspects. 

Code for Poland is based on a 
synergic approach based on 
three pillars:

• Advocate – create dialogue 
with public institutions and 
NGOs, recommend them pro-
gressive open solutions like open 
data platforms and publishing 
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procurement info, stimulate integration 
with various partners.

• Create – build innovative social prototypes, 
applications and services. Repeat success-
es with deployment in other cities/areas.

• Discuss – participate in discussions on our 
forum, on conferences. Propose new ideas, 
debate ones published by others.

On the more technical level, we provide a 
forum on the website where people intro-
duce their ideas, look for partners and com-
municate with them on the specific projects. 
Tools’ documentation is hosted on GitHub.

Results

• In 2017 we organized over 80 brigades’ 
events in 6 Polish cities: mostly project-
oriented hacknights but also workshops, 
onboarding sessions and project pitchings. 

• Starting from 2014 we have prototyped 
around 70 civic tech apps.  

Next steps

When we asked people what they value the 
most in Code for Poland, the most popular 
answer was: the other people involved in 
it. That confirmed we are building a strong 
community of dedicated people, but we are 
convinced we can do more. To our taste, the 
community is still not connected enough na-
tionwide. Most of the projects developed in 
the brigades have the potential to be scaled 
geographically, but our online efforts to 
connect brigades have not yet brought the 
desired effects. The energy of the brigades 
comes from the regular offline meetups, 
where we can and should do more. We 
are aiming for regular 
nationwide network-
ing events to connect 
people to show them 
there are many dedi-
cated people that believe 
in the same values and 
that want to propel col-
laboration, engage new 
partners, and raise the 
reach of Code for Poland. 
We want to create personal 
bonds that last longer than 
the code and interfaces we 
create. 

Lessons 

• Brigades 
Voluntarily led brigades, as any volunteer-
based efforts, have their advantages and 
disadvantages. They are full of dedicated 
and amazing people, but everybody has 
limited time they can devote to voluntar-
ily activities. With many of the brigades 
we have reached a situation in which their 
leaders are highly motivated, know what 
actions they should take for a brigade to 
grow, but just lack time to implement 
them. To tackle that, we want to introduce 
professionalization of the brigade leaders 
who have shown commitment and effec-
tiveness. To simultaneously raise the skills 
of key people in the brigades we plan to 
organize internal workshops for project 
and brigade leaders.

• Projects 
We have seen that some promising pro-
jects could not get enough people and 
skills on board to develop sustainably. That 
is why we would like to introduce project 
grants to give space for dedicated project 
leaders to bring their prototypes to qual-
ity production level. Brigades will remain 
as idea hubs allowing for experimentation 
and prototyping, while promising projects 
will be evaluated as potential candidates 
for the project incubation supported by 
mentors. We also hope to find sustainable 
business models for some of our projects 
with the help of mentors involved in pro-
ject grant incubation.
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3. DEMOKRATIE.
IO

Super node: betterplace lab

Author: Lavinia Schwedersky

Summary

Supporting digital democracy projects from 
Germany through a funding competition 
and a network aimed at peer-to-peer learn-
ing. The funding comes from the Robert 
Bosch Foundation and the Ministry for Fam-
ily Affairs. It runs from 2017 to 2019.

URL

https://demokratie.io/ 

Issue to be resolved

The project works from the premises that 
digitization can enrich democratic processes 
and increase participation also among the 
less politically engaged. The project wants to 
enhance the positive impact that digitization 
can have on our democracy in terms of i.e. in-
creased transparency and participation. Also, 
it wants to tackle the difficulties that small, 
not yet established initiatives face due to lack 
of funding and peer to peer support during 
the implementation of their project ideas. 

Implemented solutions

Demokratie.io provided a less bureaucratic 
funding opportunity for small projects 
working on innovative (digital) projects that 
further democratic participation. Moreover, 

it created a space for networking, peer-to-
peer learning, and support during the pro-
ject implementation phase. We launched 
an innovation competition where organisa-
tions could apply for funding by submitting 
their innovative project idea. The project had 
to have a digital component, an innovative 
approach, and an aim to strengthen demo-
cratic processes. A template for demokratie.
io was the Prototype Fund, which has suc-
cessfully been taking a similar approach for 
different types of civic tech projects.

Role of the super node

Betterplace lab responded to an invitation to 
tender by the Ministry of Family Affairs and 
then managed to enlist the Robert Bosch 
Foundation as a funding partner. Overall, 
there is funding available of 200.000 euros. 
In order to reach as many people as possible 
(also outside our usual network) with the 
funding competition, we used social media 
ads as well as personalised communica-
tion via different channels (both online and 
offline). The competition attracted 50 appli-
cants of whom 5 winners were selected and 
granted 20.000 euros. Apart from the fund-
ing competition, the project aims at build-
ing a network and offering capacity building 
through a kick-off event, two workshops, and 
regular check-ins throughout the project 
implementation phase. Transparency is en-
sured through regular blog posts by the lab 
and project teams as well as through regular 
updates via other communication channels 
(newsletter, Facebook, Twitter). Projects are 
encouraged to document their „learning 
journey” on the project’s blog in order to 
engage in a communal reflection process. 
A Slack channel has been created for the 
winning projects so as to communicate 
amongst each other as well as with the lab. 
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Results

• 5 projects have obtained their funding of 
20.000 euros each and have attended the 
kick-off event as well as one of two work-
shops (on measuring impact). At the mo-
ment of writing, they are starting to imple-
ment their project ideas.

• Created a space for peer-to-peer learning 
and exchange of ideas among projects.

• (expected) Successfully implemented in-
novative democracy technology projects 
that contribute to strengthening German 
democracy.

• (expected) Strong network not only among 
civic tech actors but also with the estab-
lished democratic institutions and actors.

Next steps

• By August 2018 all projects from the first 
funding round are expected to have imple-
mented their project ideas.

• The second funding round will start au-
tumn 2018 where 5 other projects will have 
a chance to win 20.000 euros each.

Lessons 

One of the bottlenecks of the Demokratie.
io was the fact that, in order to be eligible for 
funding, the applying projects needed to be 
registered non-profits. Since obtaining this 
required legal form generally is a lengthy 
process, many applications did not meet the 
competition’s requirements. This meant that 
promising project ideas had to be rejected, 
which stood in the way of the idea of sup-
porting small, exceptional and innovative 
initiatives. 

The applications for the funding competi-
tion were reviewed by betterplace lab and 
an external jury. It turned out that using a 
point system to evaluate the applications 
has some drawbacks. Members of the jury 
had very different approaches to using the 
point system—ranging from very generous 
to restrained—and this made comparing the 
projects difficult. The lesson would be to add 
a qualitative aspect to the evaluation process 
as well as more time for discussion amongst 
jury members and the lab. This will be con-
sidered in the second call for project applica-
tions.
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4. DIGITAL 
ROUTES TO 
INTEGRATION

Super node: betterplace lab

Author: Lavinia Schwedersky

Summary

The project evaluated the potential of refu-
gee tech projects, aimed at increasing net-
work building (outside of the tech-sector), 
peer-to-peer learning as well as newcomer 
lead innovation. It started in November 2016 
and is still running.

URL

http://www.betterplace-lab.org/de/digitale-
wege-zur-integration/ 

Issue to be resolved

2015 saw a steep rise in efforts from within 
the civic tech scene to build digital solutions 
to the so called “refugee crisis.” Over 100 new 
digital projects were started to help refugees 
get oriented in Germany. While admirable, 
a lack of networking and communication 
amongst different projects and above all 
contact with the target group – refugees 
– lead to many well-meaning but not very 
useful digital tools. Our research came to the 
conclusion that refugees do use their smart-
phone a lot and that digital approaches to 
integration do have potential, but what is 
needed is a closer exchange with refugees to 
get an idea of their needs, better communi-
cation amongst projects, and better intersec-
toral cooperation with charities and public 
institutions.

Implemented solutions

The project was funded by the Ministry of In-
ternal Affairs. The goal was to structure what 
had happened in the last year and a half, to 

evaluate the potential of digital approaches 
to integration, and to come up with recom-
mendations.

Role of the super node

Our research was the first comprehensive 
overview of the landscape of refugee tech 
in Germany. We showed what aspects of life 
and what particular problems the projects 
tried to tackle (e.g. housing, language learn-
ing, orientation). We interviewed 48 project 
representatives as well as other stakehold-
ers and commissioned a network analysis to 
find out whether strong networks already 
existed among projects and with established 
actors like charities or government entities. 
The research was presented at the digital 
refugee summit in the summer of 2017 that 
we helped to organise together with the 
ministry. Around 150 people attended the 
conference and the audience ranged from 
tech entrepreneurs to refugees to govern-
ment employees and charities. In order to 
tackle the topic of intersectoral cooperation 
we organised a roundtable event in Decem-
ber 2017 where we invited stakeholders from 
charities, the communes, government agen-
cies and tech projects to talk about benefits 
and hindrances when it comes to intersecto-
ral cooperation. The preliminary results were 
published in a short paper (only available in 
German).

Results

• The research report was widely read and 
used as a starting point when talking about 
the refugee tech scene in Germany. 

• A few projects have since the start of our 
research merged their efforts or discontin-
ued their projects after realising that they 
were not on the right track. Others have 
increased their cooperation and are look-
ing for ways to scale. 

• We aim for newly established cooperation 
between the public sector, established 
charities and the social start-up scene, 
working together towards a common goal 
rather than in parallels structures so that 
both sides can benefit from the knowl-
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edge of the other. A few positive examples 
should then lead to a ripple effect. It now 
seems clear that digital solutions alone will 
not have any impact if they are not embed-
ded within established structures through 
intersectoral cooperation.

Next steps

• Conducting field research in up to four 
municipalities in Germany in order to get 
an idea of what integration looks like at a 
the local level. 

• Find out whether there are municipalities 
that can already act as best practice exam-
ples when it comes to intersectoral coop-
eration.

• Organising a workshop with integration 
officers to identify potential best practice 
examples. 

• Apart from documenting our research via 
blogposts, at the end of the year we will be 
publishing a report that is intended as a 
kind of instruction manual for intersectoral 
cooperation, detailing the ways of think-
ing and working 
in the different 
sectors and how 
to communicate 
with and under-
stand one an-
other. 

Lessons 

The most impor-
tant but also the 
most difficult as-
pect of this work is 
to keep the target 
group involved; 
it is important to 
include their voice 
and not just talk 
about them but 
with them. We 
mentioned this to 
the projects that 
had not spoken to 
refugees before 
getting started on 
their project idea. 

But we realised that even knowing this, it’s 
easier said than done. For our research we 
had the assistance of a colleague from Syria 
who helped us conduct the interviews with 
refugees. Still for our event, we struggled to 
get refugees to attend—even though we had 
organised a panel in Arabic and translations 
for all the others. In our current approach the 
language barrier should be less of an issue as 
we are now looking at people who have been 
in Germany for a few years. 

The other lesson we learnt with our focus on 
intersectoral cooperation is that our network 
within the civic tech scene is really solid, but 
that this network with stakeholders from 
charities or the municipalities is weaker. We 
have learnt that building new relationships 
and trust takes time and that needs to be 
taken into account when planning events or 
interviews. As a coping strategy for our cur-
rent project we are partnering with a foun-
dation that has a strong network within the 
“established” scene. 
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5. FAB ACADEMY

Super node: Fab Lab Barcelona

Author: Matias Verderau

Summary

Fab Academy is the largest digital fabrication 
campus in the world, which uses a distrib-
uted model of education to support students 
to make (almost) anything. The Fab Acad-
emy started in 2009 and has been doing 
courses every year until now.

URL

http://fabacademy.org

Implemented solutions by the project

The Fab Academy uses a distributed educa-
tional system to spread the principles, appli-
cations and possibilities of digital fabrication. 
Fab Academy is based on MIT’s popular rap-
id-prototyping course ‘How To Make (almost) 
Anything’ taught by Prof. Neil Gershenfeld. 
The Fab Academy students are globally con-
nected, enabling the collaboration between 
them, increasing the possibilities and out-
comes of the program.

Fab Academy offers a distributed educa-

tional model, promoting collaboration, as a 
fundamental value: students learn and work 
in local groups, with peers, mentors, and ma-
chines, that are globally connected by con-
tent sharing and video conferences for inter-
active classes worldwide. The individual labs 
are supported and supervised regionally by 
expert nodes with more advanced capabili-
ties, expertise, and inventories. With this mo-
dus operandi, the development and growth 
of the entire world network is supported.

Role of the super node

Fab Lab Barcelona has been running the 
program since its first edition, being one of 
the world’s leading nodes. We have been 
supporting the creation of many Fab Labs 
around the world, most of them created 
and managed by Fab Academy students in 
their own countries, helping the growth and 
consolidation of the world network. We are 
also the Global Coordinators of the program, 
giving support to new Fab Labs to become 
Fab Academy nodes, and to new students to 
have access to the course.

Results

The Fab Academy has, for almost 10 years 
now, brought digital fabrication closer to 
people from different backgrounds around 
the world. Based on collaboration as a funda-
mental value, Fab Academy has allowed and 
supported the development of all types of 
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projects, some with technical aspirations and 
others with a clear impact on our societies.

The main legacy of the program, until now, 
is the dissemination of these tools, which 
allow us to dream with a better future, and 
orchestrate cooperation between people of 
different cultures and skills, creating a range 
of infinite possibilities with unimaginable 
impacts.

In 2010, the course started with 12 Fab Labs 
and 30 students; in 2017 there were 74 Fab 
Labs with a total of 285 students learning 
at the Fab Academy around the world. This 
numbers show the exponential growth of 
the network and the success of the program. 

Next steps

Fab Academy will continue sharing and dis-
seminating this knowledge to more and 
more people around the world, and sup-
port the projects developed of the students 
through complementary programs, such as 
Fab Academy X, Bio Academy, Fabricademy 
and Fab Academy Thesis, all part of a plat-
form called Academany, aiming ultimately to 
spread high level education in a distributed 
way.

Lessons

The main lesson of the Fab Academy 
methodology, which allows its success and 
growth, and is a good example of how to 
scale educational initiatives to another level, 
is the distributed educational model. This 
model enables global connection between 

students (and educators) through the net-
work and peer-to-peer knowledge transfer 
(transversal model).

In addition, this same distributed and open 
structure made Fab Academy grow to be-
come a place of encounter for people from 
diverse backgrounds and walks of life, from 
high-school, bachelor, and master students 
from diverse areas of knowledge, PhD’s and 
researchers, to long-life learners searching 
for shifts in their careers, or just means to 
build their personal projects. By mixing these 
diverse ecosystems, tied to each Fab Labs’ 
local communities, the program managed 
to democratize the access to high education 
and make it accessible without compromis-
ing the quality of the content. Fab Academy 
was initially conceived to be a training pro-
gram for Fab Lab Managers, and grew to be-
come a learning possibility for individuals to 
impact their lives and their immediate com-
munities.

The open source philosophy and horizontal 
approach was also key to promote its suc-
cess and impact. Every single project the Fab 
Academy students have ever produced lives 
in a common and open archive, accessible 
to anyone, that adds layers of knowledge 
through individual long-lasting websites, 
and serves as a massive repository of solu-
tions that range from devices to measure, 
track and share key data, large objects like 
cars, bikes, furniture and houses, personal 
projects ranging from toys, art, gadgets, edu-
cational tools for training and sharing skills, 
prosthetic and medical solutions, agricultural 
systems, among many more.
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6. INCLUSIVE 
TECHNOLOGY 
PRIZE

Super node: Nesta

Authors: Charlotte Macken and Matt 
Stokes

Summary

The Inclusive Technology Prize aimed to 
encourage innovation in products, tech-
nologies and systems that give disabled 
people equal access to life’s opportuni-
ties. It ran from October 2014 to March 
2016 and was open to UK applicants. 

URL

https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/inclusive-
technology-prize

Issue to be resolved

There are over 12.2 million people with a 
limiting long-term illness or impairments 
in Great Britain. The prevalence of disability 
rises with age. Many disabled people rely on 
assisted living technologies to support them 
in their everyday lives. However, the develop-
ment and manufacture of aids, adaptations 
and products has not kept pace with the use 
of new technologies, materials and design 
and manufacturing processes seen in other 
areas.

Implemented solutions

The Prize aimed to incentivise technological 
innovation from individuals and small busi-
nesses to improve or develop assistive living 
aids, adaptations, products and systems that 
would make a real difference to the lives of 
disabled people.

The Prize’s objectives were to:

• generate public and media interest in, and 
excitement about, accessible technologies 
and their ability to make life easier and 

more inclusive;

• facilitate the co-creation of new products, 
services and systems that meet needs as 
defined by users themselves;

• champion a spirit of entrepreneurship and 
innovation by supporting disabled people 
and amateur designer/makers to become 
assistive technology developers and entre-
preneurs

• forge new partnerships between technol-
ogy users, developers, manufacturers, buy-
ers and providers;

• build a dynamic and vibrant market for ac-
cessible, functional, flexible and desirable 
assistive technologies.

Designed and led by Nesta and run in part-
nership with Leonard Cheshire Disability, 
with support from the Department for Work 
and Pensions, Innovate UK, the Department 
for Business Innovation and Skills and Ir-
win Mitchell, the Inclusive Technology Prize 
sought to champion innovative assistive 
technology and encourage co-creation with 
disabled people.

Role of the super node

The team conducted a period of research 
and design that closely involved a range of 
stakeholders, including funders, practition-
ers and technologists, and most importantly 
end users themselves. This included six focus 
groups with people with disabilities. Through 
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this process, they designed a prize that 
invited innovations improving life for people 
with a range of disabilities using a range of 
technologies. They also found that users did 
not think it was essential for designers to be 
living with disabilities, but rather for them 
to co-create with people living with dis-
abilities. Finally, it was important to create a 
prize fund which incentivised innovators, but 
which was not so large that it scared away 
individuals or small organisations.

Results

The team received 203 applications. 25 
semi-finalists received £2,000 each and 
light-touch capacity-building support. From 
these, 10 finalists received £10,000 each and 
more intensive capacity-building support. 
One winner and two runners-up received 
£50,000, £35,000 and £15,000 respectively. 
The runners-up funding was provided during 
the course of the project by a private founda-
tion that approached Nesta; it was not envis-
aged at the start of the project and demon-
strates the project’s success. An evaluation 
of the project was carried out afterwards, 
including surveys, interviews and data analy-
sis. 

Next steps

While there was no direct follow-on project, 
it established the Challenge Prize Centre as 
an effective player in this space. Now, the 
Centre is running a much larger prize, the 
Mobility Unlimited Challenge (mobilityun-
limited.org). This $4m global prize supports 
radical improvements in the mobility and 
independence of people with lower-limb pa-
ralysis through smarter assistive technology. 
Many lessons from the Inclusive Technology 
Prize were integrated into the design of Mo-
bility Unlimited, including the commitment 
to co-creation.

Lessons 

• Co-creation is essential. 

• A broad range of skills and expertise is 
needed for successful project implementa-
tion. 

• Guidance, timeframes and structures need 
to be clear from the beginning. 

• Incentives and capacity support are im-
portant, especially to smaller organisations 
and groups.
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7. MAKING 
SENSE

Super node: Waag

Authors: Martijn Gerritsen and Ivonne 
Jansen-Dings

Summary

The Making Sense project aimed to ex-
plore how open source software, open 
source hardware, digital maker practic-
es and open design can be effectively 
used by local communities to fabricate 
their own sensing tools, make sense of 
their environments and address press-
ing environmental problems in air, wa-
ter, soil and sound pollution.

The project ran between 2015 and 2018, 
with pilots run in Amsterdam, Barce-
lona, and Prishtina.

URL

http://making-sense.eu/ 

Issue to be resolved

Official bodies typically measure envi-
ronmental qualities with sparse net-
works of high quality sensors and use 
the gathered data to inform policy and 
regulations while, at the same time, citizens 
tend to be unaware of the health threats that 
they are subjected to on a daily basis and 
lack the means to act on their own behalf. 

Implemented solutions

1. First, open source sensors and devices 
that use the Smart Citizen platform 
to capture environmental data were 
co-created with communities across 
Europe. 

2. Second, the project tested tools and 
methodologies for making sense of 
captured data and raising awareness 
of social and environmental issues 
through carrying out pilot studies in 

Amsterdam, Barcelona, and Prishtina, 
amounting to nine in total.

3. Last, with the learnings from the pi-
lots, the Making Sense toolkit was de-
veloped, which constitutes a manual 
for organising citizen sensing cam-
paigns for positive social change and 
a healthier and cleaner environment.

The project was funded by the EU and the 
consortium that worked on it consisted of 
Waag (Lead partner - Netherlands), Univer-
sity of Dundee (UK), Peer Educators Network 
and Science for Change (Kosovo), Institute 
for Advanced Architecture of Catalonia – 
IAAC (Spain), the EU Joint Research Centre 
(Belgium), and the Fab Lab network.
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Role of the super node

Waag was the overall coordinator of the Mak-
ing Sense project and intended to use grass-
roots and collaborative approaches. What 
was key in our leadership role was that the 
people working on the project were intrinsi-
cally motivated to make the project success-
ful and to make local impact. We also aimed 
to make sure that all partners in the project 
had room to do what they were best at and, 
due to their intrinsic motivation, they really 
wanted to show their knowledge and expe-
rience and felt free to take over tasks from 
each other where needed.

In coordinating the project, Waag also de-
liberately focused on creating impact on the 
local level and being able to communicate 
that on e.g. national and transnational levels 
through working with impact and analysis 
frameworks. This approach was also crucial 
for choosing partners to work with in the 
project - they should ideally have capacities 
to work and communicate both locally and 
transnationally - and for the way in which the 
project was communicated about - terms 

were used that best fitted the relevant ap-
plication. 

A strong point was that the gatherings the 
partners had were very effective: they were 
open, dynamic, and geared towards actuali-
ties and taking action. In terms of partner-
ing, we made use of our network of relevant 
parties/partners in Europe, but also sought 
strong local partners in order to make im-
pact on the local level. 

On the basis of the Smart Citizen Lab, we 
developed a method and used this for the 
implementation of the pilots. Additionally, 
we used the Fab Lab network and method, 
and reached out to local communities in the 
fields of sense-making and IoT. 

Results

• The Making Sense project has most con-
cretely led to the publication ‘Citizen Sens-
ing, a Toolkit’, in which the project’s pilot 
activities, tools and methodologies, as well 
as the most important learnings have been 
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outlined towards setting up citizen sensing 
campaigns. 

• Waag coordinated three pilot projects in 
Amsterdam - GammaSense, Urban AirQ, 
and Smart Kids Lab, the most important 
results of which were the following:

• The GammaSense pilot resulted in the 
creation of an open tool for reliably 
measuring gamma radiation.

• The Urban AirQ pilot increased the 
participants’ awareness of air quality 
issues, led to the founding of a start-
up called TreeWIFI, and triggered the 
Lung Foundation to create an online 
tool allowing citizens to find out about 
air quality levels in their area.

• The Smart Kids Lab has resulted in a 
range of workshops, as well as nine 
different online and openly available 
tutorials tailored to instruct how chil-
dren can make sensors themselves. 
Moreover, an online platform where 
children can share their findings with 

each other was created.

Next steps

The main follow-up of the project has been 
the publication of the Citizen Sensing Toolkit 
(in paper and digital form) in February 2018, 
which can continue to be used by maker 
communities. 

Lessons 

In a very open collaboration, the coordinat-
ing partner should carefully address the con-
cept of ‘ownership’. Who owns what aspects 
of the project? It is important too to create 
an atmosphere in which partners are will-
ing to name each other and give each other 
credit where credit is due, so that all part-
ners’ contributions get sufficient coverage. 
Another learning point is that it would be 
good to make clear from the start what will 
be done with hardware and data developed 
and gathered during projects and pilots after 
the project has ended.
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8. MID TALENT

Super node: Fab Lab Barcelona

Author: Matías Verderau

Summary

MID Talent is an acceleration educational 
program for creative entrepreneurship 
aimed at young people, which unites design 
thinking and digital fabrication since Octo-
ber 2017 to March 2018.

URL

http://www.bcd.es/es/mid.
asp?method=page&node=403

Issue to be resolved

After the economic crisis in Spain, many 
young people were left without work and 
with a dysfunctional labour market. Within 
this context, MID Talent was born, a pre-
acceleration project for entrepreneurship 
aimed at young people. In the program, 
youngsters collaborate in teams, discovering 

new methodologies and tools to solve social 
challenges through creativity. 

Implemented solutions 

The MID Talent format consists of a one-
week challenge, where twenty young people 
of different profiles collaborate in teams to 
solve a social challenge. In the process the 
group acquires knowledge of design think-
ing, digital fabrication, coaching, entre-
preneurial skills, etc. The idea is that these 
young people (who didn’t know each other 
before) manage to identify and rely on the 
skills of each other to develop sustainable 
entrepreneurship projects, by way of alterna-
tive education methodology.  

Role of the super node 

At the Fab Lab Barcelona,   we introduced the 
participants to the concept of Fab City and 
the approach of the Lab, including guided 
research methodologies in the field. The par-
ticipants investigate the neighbourhood, talk 
with users and validate ideas in situ. We take 
them away from the theory to bring them 
closer to the real world and their needs.

After the development of the projects, we led 
the design process and introduce them to 
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digital manufacturing and its many possibili-
ties. Finally, in an afternoon the youngsters 
have to prototype their projects (or part of 
them) in our lab, using our methodologies 
and digital tools. We represent the practical 
part of this educational model, where young 
people learn by doing, develop a critical 
thinking and must make decisive decisions 
as a team, boosting their collaborative skills.

Results

Four editions of the MID Talent have been 
carried out, working to solve different issues, 
such as social housing, food waste, local 
materials in the neighbourhood and culture 
dissemination. In all the editions the partici-
pants have collaborated achieving very inter-
esting results. They have learned new tools, 
approaches and creative methodologies, im-
proving their entrepreneurial skills.

For example, an interesting project of the 
challenge was to recycle coffee waste in res-
taurants in the neighbourhood to create per-
sonalized soaps with exfoliating properties, 
allowing reusing a waste stream that had no 

use to add value to its customers. This proj-
ect was the winner of the first edition and 
the winning team is working to implement 
the project as a business.

Next steps

The MID Talent is about to finish, with its lat-
est edition. But based on the success and 
good results of the challenge, we hope to 
replicate this model in new editions.

Lessons

The main lessons of the MID Talent are the 
implementation of an alternative education-
al model, which works for projects with social 
impact, develop sustainable initiatives and 
encourage collaboration between people 
from different backgrounds.

At the institutional level, a lesson is the col-
laboration of different types of institutions 
with different know-how, such as museums, 
universities, creation labs and NGO’s; this dis-
tributes the risk and ensures the success of 
the project.
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9. OPEN 
RAMPETTE
Super node: WeMake

Author: Costantino Bongiorno and Zoe 
Romano

Summary

Open Rampette is a pilot initiative to improve 
the accessibility of shops by those who must 
access via a ramp or slide in the city of Milan. 
The project took place within the EU-funded 
project Opencare from April 2017 to Septem-
ber 2017 in collaboration with the municipal-
ity of Milan.

URL

http://rampette.opencare.cc/ 

Issue to be resolved

The story begins in 2015 when the City of 
Milan passed the Building Regulation’s 
article 77 that required all bars, shops, res-
taurants and craft activities bordering the 
road, to provide easy access to people with 
limited mobility or disabilities (the National 
Institute of Statistic in 2007 assessed 13.189 
people with mobility disabilities in Milan). 
This legislation was the instrument that City 
of Milan deployed to overcome architectural 
barriers and provide universal free access to 
public places by 2017. In November 2016, 12 
months after the law passed the City of Milan 
assessed only 2.000 businesses to be compli-
ant, on a total of 18.000. Instead of proceed-
ing with a penalty, the municipality decided 
to understand why only a few number of 
shops were compliant. As we were already a 
partner in the Opencare project, we teamed 
up with local staff including WeMake to start 
a co-design process involving all the stake-
holders, in order to understand what was not 
working and tentatively get it right.

Implemented solutions

From April to July 2017 WeMake and the 
municipality of Milan started an experi-

ment inside the DUC Isola neighbourhood, 
in which shopkeepers, makers and people 
with disabilities got together and identified, 
co-designed and implemented low-cost 
solutions to allow and improve accessibil-
ity to commercial activities of the area. The 
experimental project started with planning 
and organizing meetings with citizens, shop 
owners and technicians which revealed the 
emergence of two obstacles: the complex 
procedure for the regularization of the shops 
and the lack of clarity on how people could 
call a shop and use a mobile ramp.

We therefore co-designed a step-by-step 
support that serves as a guide in compiling 
documents to communicate and validate 
the presence of the mobile ramp with the 
municipality of Milan. We made a prototype 
app to facilitate the data-submission to the 
public office by the shop. Through digital 
fabrication and open source technologies we 
co-designed a visible but protected device 
to be positioned outside of the shop and 
make it more visible with a sticker. Together 
with the device, we implemented a doorbell 
receiver to notify the shopkeeper with light, 
sound or vibration, for the assistance request. 
A smartphone app was designed that noti-
fies persons with disabilities when they are 
near to an accessible store and allows the 
user to request assistance (ringing the bell) 
via their smartphone.

Role of the super node

WeMake helped facilitate a process of co-de-
sign to include all the stakeholders in finding 
technical solutions, including a means by 
which those with mobility issues could con-
tact the shopkeepers to alert them to their 
arrival. WeMake led the running of the pilot, 
prototyped the co-designed devices, and re-
leased documentation. The methodology we 
used was composed by 3 main milestones: 
the call, to improve the user experience of 
asking for a ramp in a shop; the procedure, 
to simplify the registration of the shops to 
the municipality; and the communication, to 
enhance the visibility of the available shops 
in town. The device documentation can be 
found on: https://github.com/opencarecc/
rampette/wiki
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Results

• Raising awareness 
Through a process of co-design and use of 
agile prototyping shopkeepers, people with 
disabilities, makers and municipality of Mi-
lan were not only able to become aware of 
the different perspectives involved but also 
contribute to the development of a series 
of solutions to improve the experience. 

• Tangible solutions 
Letting people touch prototypes with their 
hands and have them experience a poten-
tial improvement regarding their personal 
issues is not only the best way to collect 
feedback, but it is also an effective way to 
demonstrate policy makers that things can 
be changed and improved.

• Multiple voices/experiences and new 
communication channels 
Along the project we created an environ-
ment open to critiques and ideas coming 
from different perspectives. The active par-
ticipation momentum gave us the oppor-
tunity to engage offices and functions of 
the municipality not directly linked to the 
project. The municipality’s involvement led 
to valuable insights for its members: “Our 
mindset as an administration has changed 
due to Open Rampette experience and its 
influencing how other departments work 
too. We learnt to deal with people differ-
ently through the OpenCare approach.”

Next steps

The piloted solutions are ready to be de-

ployed and the team is looking what resourc-
es they need and could find to move to the 
next phase. 

Lessons 

• Inside out: from the details to the global 
scale 
Thinking practically in terms of solutions in 
the beginning of the design process gives 
you a solid starting point that you can use 
to test your assumption and discuss your 
ideas. At the same time you are continu-
ously pushed to think about how your solu-
tion might fit in its context and how it can 
link to the other pieces of the system.

• Testing and iterations for an agile policy-
making 
Rapid iterations, user research, and user 
interviews are the principal elements that 
guided our design process. While those 
concepts and tools are well accepted in 
the world of the industry, they are not used 
that much in the domain of policymaking, 
regulations, and city administration yet. 
We believe that some of the techniques we 
adopted can be translated to policymaking 
and city regulations. 

• Engaging all actors of public 
administration 
A particular challenge seemed to have 
been engaging all the ‘actors’ within the 
public administration, something that 
was only achieved through persistent 
engagement to activate the necessary 
relationships. 
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10. PLATFORM 
MAKER 
EDUCATION

Super node: Waag 

Authors: Martijn Gerritsen and Karien Ver-
meulen

Summary 

The Platform Maker Education project aimed 
to stimulate the bottom-up maker education 
movement in the Netherlands by introduc-
ing students and teachers to the practices of 
maker education through workshops, confer-
ences, and events, as well as by connecting 
schools already engaged in the movement 
to each other. 

The project was rolled out in the Netherlands 
and ran from September 2015 to January 
2018, and Waag is looking to continue the 
initiative in the future.

URL

https://makereducation.nl/ 

Issue to be resolved

The maker education movement in the 
Netherlands had predominantly been initi-
ated through bottom-up practices, caus-
ing relevant activity to take place relatively 
dispersedly and separately. Due to the lack 

of concerted action regarding maker educa-
tion, the movement had thus far not been 
able to make a desirably large impact and 
difference for Dutch education practices.

Implemented solutions

As part of Platform Maker Education, a range 
of different solutions were implemented:

• Research projects were conducted in order 
to better understand maker education in 
the Dutch context. 

• Through working conferences and events, 
pioneers and people and organizations 
interested in the field of maker education 
were inspired and brought into contact 
with each other. 

• Knowledge, information, and experiences 
about maker education were disseminated 
through presentations and workshops by 
the project partners. 

• An online platform was developed and 
launched, on which information, activity 
locations and schedules, teaching materi-
als, and blogs or publications about maker 
education are presented.

• A voucher system was created with which 
schools could request a presentation or 
workshop at their own school or at a near-
by FabLab/Makerspace. 

• A learning community was formed by 
bringing together teachers (and students) 
from schools that were already busy with 
the implementation of maker education.

• Educational material about maker educa-
tion has been mapped, structured, devel-
oped, and translated.
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In implementing these solutions, Waag 
worked together with FabKlas and Frysklab 
and was financially supported by the Min-
istry of Education, Culture, and Science of 
the Netherlands. In organizing the project’s 
workshops and activities, Waag also col-
laborated with a multitude of Dutch schools 
from different levels of education - primary 
and secondary schools, universities of ap-
plied sciences, vocational colleges - and their 
respective students and teachers, as well as 
with experts and activists within the field of 
maker education.

Role of the super node

In the Platform Maker Education project, 
the topic of maker education was addressed 
from three angles (schools, libraries, and 
makerspaces), with each of the partners 
more or less focused on one of these ‘per-
spectives’. FabKlas worked primarily on 
schools, developing the voucher system and 
educational material; FryskLab contributed a 
lot to the establishment of the learning com-
munity surrounding maker education; and 
Waag worked primarily from its experience 
with using makerspaces. 

Throughout the project, Waag took on a 
leading and coordinating role in terms of 
applying for funding and locating valuable 
partners to work together with. Waag for 
example played a key role in lobbying on 
the level of the Dutch parliament in order to 
‘free’ funding for financing the project’s ac-
tivities and applying for it through Platform 
Bèta Techniek. Moreover, Waag used its net-
working expertise to sustain the ‘push’ of the 
maker education movement and to contrib-
ute to the formation of a collaborative part-
nership between a number of organizations 
involved in the maker education movement 
so as to organize a Maker Education Festival 
in September 2018.

Results

The Platform Maker Education has achieved 
the following:

• Between September 2015 and September 
2016, 2 working conferences and 3 large 
events were organized, and over 40 
presentations and workshops were given, 

reaching about 6,500 people. Online 
activity was generated through the launch 
of website makereducation.nl, maker 
education bloggers, and social media 
coverage.

• Between September 2015 and September 
2016, 51 vouchers were given out for 
49 workshops and 2 presentations to 
over 1,000 teachers (40%) and students 
(60%) about maker education at primary 
schools (55%), secondary schools (40%), 
and vocational colleges (5%) - either 
in collaboration with FabLabs and 
Makerspaces (85%) or with independent 
maker experts (15%).

• Several theme-based learning community 
evening programmes were organized, 
each of them bringing together about 
30 teachers and a number of engaged 
students from schools across the 
Netherlands.

• Over 20 educational maker projects have 
been presented online and shared on the 
GitHub-based Open Things platform.

• Campaign ABCMaken.nl was issued in 
which students were invited to make their 
own projects.

• The FabLab and Makerspaces networks in 
the Netherlands started collaborating more 
intensively through the project’s activities.

• Foundation FabLab Benelux has issued an 
educational license to establish Fablabs in 
schools, Fablab Edu.

• Pilots with makerspaces in public libraries 
have been started and rolled out in, e.g. 
Amsterdam (Maakplaats 021).

• A range of individual initiatives to introduce 
or scale up maker education within schools 
have been kickstarted as inspired by the 
project’s activities.

Next steps

After the first stage of the project (Sep-
tember 2015-July 2016), the project ran for 
another year, during which the collection 
and dissemination of educational material 
continued and more Learning Community 
meetings were organized in collaboration 
with local maker education ‘hubs’. A Maker 
Education Festival will be organized by the 
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online MakerEducation.nl platform and its 
partners on 28-30 September 2018, includ-
ing a Fablearn education conference (28 
September) and the Maker Faire Eindhoven 
(29-30 September). Building up to this festi-
val, a Maker Challenge will be launched on 
primary and secondary schools and vouchers 
will be awarded for visits to local Fablabs.

Additionally, Platform Maker Education has a 
lot of ambitions that it would like to realize if 
financial support can be found. These ambi-
tions are amongst others to:

• Conduct further research into maker 
education and its effects on learning;

• Professionalize existing and develop new 
teaching material; 

• Continue the ‘learning communities’, 
particularly on a regional scale;

• Further develop the voucher system 
for maker education workshops and 
presentations;

• Strengthen existing and establish new 
partnerships that contribute to the more 
widespread roll out of the maker education 
movement. 

Lessons 

• Reaching out to a large and diverse audi-
ence in order to stimulate bottom-up edu-
cation innovation is possible with relatively 
limited means. 

• It is difficult to obtain structural funding 
that is sufficient to realize all of the Plat-
form’s ambitions and sustain the project 
over a longer period of time.

• In the roll out of the project, policies re-
garding the implementation of maker 
education in the Netherlands had not been 
put in place yet even though funding struc-
tures had already been made available on 
the political level. As a consequence, the 
project and its activities were put in place 
with more difficulty. Therefore, a lesson 
from the project is that, when obtaining 
support and funding for the maker educa-
tion movement in the Netherlands, it is 
key to ensure that available funding can 
be spent in accordance with existing policy 
frameworks for education. The movement, 
its activities, and its results should thus be 
put on the agenda of both relevant politi-
cians and policymakers.

t



61

11. POBLENOU 
MAKER DISTRICT

Super node:  Barcelona Activa

Author: Marc Pérez Batlle

Summary

Initiative to promote the creation of DSI ac-
tivities and projects in Barcelona. It started in 
2016 and it is an on-going project.

URL

http://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/digital/en/
digital-innovation/make-in-bcn/maker-dis-
trict

Issue to be resolved

Cities are facing increasingly complex chal-
lenges due to social changes, technological 
innovation and lack of resources. Already 
responsible for 75 per cent of the world’s CO2 
emissions, urban populations are predicted 
to continue rising and make up 70 per cent 
of the global population by 2050. Therefore 
cities are obliged to do more with less, and 
because of this, the role of governments 
must necessarily change. 

Implemented solutions

The initiative helps to promote the creation 
of activities and projects that foster interac-
tion within the local community and the 
strengthening of reindustrialisation pro-
cesses in the urban fabric with added-value 
features, such as the use of cutting-edge 
technologies for local production, training 
workers to face new challenges in the work-
place in the immediate future and fostering 
‘Industry 4.0’.

Poblenou’s Maker District is based on an 
international perspective of the ‘fab city’, the 
construction of a new model for cities that 
makes it possible to reduce their environ-
mental and social footprint through the local 
production of food, energy and products, 
and the worldwide exchange of knowledge 

using the power of the Maker Movement and 
the global fab-lab network. Barcelona is the 
world leader in this project.

Role of the super node

The project started with the hosting of a DSI 
event to launch the local chapter of the net-
work DSI4BCN, with the support of the City 
Hall. The purpose of this event was to bring 
together DSI stakeholders and practition-
ers in Barcelona and beyond, to present the 
DSI4BCN challenges.

We also created a public policy co-creation 
event with the community. The conclusions 
of this co-creation event are being included 
in the participatory process Repensem 22@ 
(we re-think 22@ district) in order to trans-
form them in real public policies. We faced 
issues on how to transform the needs detect-
ed in the event into realistic policy measures. 
These issues will be addressed by experts in 
participatory processes.

We created regular meet-up events to foster 
the engagement of a community around the 
project. We faced some issues when trying 
to engage the community as they are atom-
ized, at least in Barcelona. These issues were 
solved by involving the community itself in 
the organization of the meet-ups and by 
clarifying what are the advantages of tak-
ing part of this community (mainly direct 
communication channel with the City Hall 
and attendance to aligned major events as a 
community). 

Results

• The creation of a community of DSI stake-
holders and practitioners in the Poblenou 
district.

• The capture of the sensitivities of the com-
munity regarding the municipal policy 
making and include them into the partici-
patory processes currently undergoing.

• The creation of a direct communication 
channel between the City Hall and the DSI 
community.

Next steps

• To make the community lead itself (bot-
tom–up vs. top-down approaches).
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• To monitor the activities and initiatives in 
which the community is participating and/
or leading.

• To ensure that the policy proposals that 
raised in the last municipal policy co-crea-
tion event are merged in the participatory 
processes currently undergoing,

Lessons 

Creating a community is a complex task. In 
this case it should be added that the poten-
tial members of this community are much 
more atomized than usual. In general, these 
members are not clear about the benefits 
of belonging to the community and there-
fore do not want to invest the little time they 
have in it. 
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12. 
TRANSPARENCEE 
NETWORK

Super node: ePaństwo Foundation

Author: Krzysztof Izdebski

Summary

A network of civic tech activists from Central 
and Eastern Europe (CEE), working on tools 
(incl. scaling), research, and peer learning, 
running since 2013.

URL

https://transparencee.org/ 

Issue to be resolved

The ePaństwo Foundation, together with 
TechSoup Europe, Action SEE, K-Monitor and 
OPORA, has established TransparenCEE. The 
role of the Network is to support developing 
technology, publish reports as well as organ-
izing events that promote the network`s 
mission.

The Network understands that global chal-
lenges have to be solved globally, on the 
intersectoral and international level. Despite 

significant differences between the CEE 
countries in the past, they are sharing similar 
challenges that cannot be solved on the na-
tional level only. Still too often, however, civic 
tech is primarily oriented towards offering 
solutions on the level of specific municipali-
ties or countries only, thereby limiting their 
potential to tackle similar challenges in other 
CEE countries. 

Implemented solutions

One of the main aims of the Network is to 
support the development of tools that ad-
dress problems of corruption, lack of public 
participation or secrecy. In the last three 
years the Network has supported or directly 
worked on tools like:

• Redflags (redflags.eu) – barometer of cor-
ruption risks in public procurement. Scaled 
from Hungary to Poland. https://transpar-
encee.org/scaled-tool/red-flags/

• Javna Razprava - tool to communicate 

with MPs scaled from Bosnia to Albania. 
https://transparencee.org/news/replication-
civic-tech-tool-javna-rasprava-animated-
explainer-video/

• Faktograf – fact-checking site scaled from 
Bosnia to Croatia. https://transparencee.
org/scaled-tool/fact-checking-politicians-
croatia/
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• Konflikti Interesa – Assets Declarations’ 
digital platform scaled from Slovakia to 
Montenegro. https://transparencee.org/
scaled-tool/asset-declarations-montene-
grin-politicians/

• Moonsheep – a tool to coordinate a com-
munity of volunteers that would transcribe 
scans of public documents and turn it into 
structured open data. https://transparen-
cee.org/news/moonsheep-development-
sprint/

We strongly support networking between or-
ganizations from different parts in CEE. This 
can happen during big events organized by 
the Network partners (Personal Democracy 
Forum (PDF) CEE in Poland, POINT in Bosnia 
and Hercegovina and PDF Ukraine) but also 
smaller ones such as expert meet-ups in Kyiv 
and Tbilisi. Workshops and training are also 
delivered. 

The network also provides research and 
analyses that support activists to get up to 
speed with the most important trends in 
civic technology. See https://transparencee.
org/resources/

Role of the super node

Although informal, The Network has a sus-
tainable structure. The Board consists of 
representatives of 5 organizations. To im-
prove day-to-day activities the members of 
the Board choose among themselves three 
organizations to run the Rotating Secretariat. 
The Board decides on all matters upon con-
sensus and is responsible to deliver support 
for:

• organizing international conferences 
where people can learn and network like at 
Personal Democracy Forum CEE (https://
pdfcee.pl/);

• holding workshops that address specific 
knowledge gaps within the community, 
such as open data for beginners, data ad-
vocacy or data visualization;

• developing cross-border solutions in the-
matic working groups on public procure-
ment or declaration of assets;

• replicating and documenting successful 
technology solutions.  For us, replication is 
a mean to engage extended partnership 
of CSOs from different countries in a work 
that will be relevant to their specific local 
needs 

• creating practice-oriented research and 
analysis, also in different versions (research 
paper, vizualization, infographics) like 
Report on Assets Declaration (http://asset-
declarations.transparencee.org);

• mapping projects and organizations – to 
increase their chances to connect and co-
operate with others. 

Results

The following results were obtained in the 
last two years:

• 7 tools were replicated or created (all in the 
international cooperation)

• 12 events and workshops were organized

• 3 meeting of Thematic Working Groups

• 15 researches and analysis were published

Much more tools are being developed by 
organizations that cooperate with each other 
thanks to the fact that the Network has intro-
duced a broad space for networking. 

We also consider people opinions as an im-
portant part of results. Based on evaluation 
surveys all our activities are highly valued by 
participants for:

• New and useful knowledge, competences, 
and skills;

• Unorthodox perspectives, bringing up 
interesting and important subjects and 
issues;

• Speakers, trainers, experts we bring;  

• Being inspiring and expanding perspec-
tives; 

• Possibility to meet new people, network, 
create new bonds.

• Possibility to exchange ideas and opinions, 
self-express, participate in peer-learning, 
etc. 
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Next steps

With less funding we are concentrating on 
increasing the visibility of the network and 
cooperating on the smaller scale in terms 
of organizing international workshops and 
events. We are also developing the strategy 
to introduce the innovation on a few differ-
ent levels:

• Use more bottom-up approach. A 
networking approach addresses the local 
needs, improves the quality of the content 
delivered during its timeframe and beyond 
its end, sustainability of its outcomes and 
competencies of all actors involved with 
the special emphasis on CEE civic tech 
organizations. 

• Cross-sector cooperation. We are ex-
ploring models of work of organizations 
networked in Code for All (https://codeforall.
org/) which is a community-driven plat-
form based on the cross-border and cross-
sector model of using technology for social 
good. We wish to improve our cross sector 
cooperation abilities.

Lessons 

Popularizing co-creation and replication 
methods between partners from CEE and 
beyond can increase the level of effective-
ness of designing and implementing tools by 
using the process oriented methods involv-
ing civic tech community cooperation. This 
should receive a more explicit focus.

t



66

13. VOICE 
INSTRUMENTS

Super node: WeMake

Author: Giulio Berretta

Summary

Voice Instruments is an open source inter-
face designed for speaking numeric values 
and service messages to meet the needs of 
people unable to read or in contexts where 
it is uncomfortable to use the display to read 
values on a monitor. The project was accel-
erated during spring and summer 2017 in 
Milan, Italy and it is still running and evolving 
with the support of WeMake and its commu-
nity.

URL

http://voiceinstruments.opencare.cc/ 

Issue to be resolved

Giulio Berretta is a teacher of scientific topics 
(chemistry, physics, electronics) often work-
ing in a the school laboratory, where he ran 

into difficulties in the use of measurement 
tools. Having already created objects for his 
personal use such as a vibrating watch as 
well as having participated in some projects 
at the university where he followed a course 
on exploring electronics applied to medical 
science, Giulio decided to create a speaking 
measurement device. He started with the 
creation of a pH-meter that can be used by 
blind people, as at the moment there are no 
such tools available for purchase.

Implemented solutions

During the opencare Maker in Resi-
dence programme Giulio, together with 
WeMake staff and makers, produced the 
first prototype of the speaking pH-meter 
according to the requirements that were 
defined at the beginning. In addition, two 
complete guideline libraries were developed 
in order to read numeric values and service 
messages, and in order to function with two 
of the most common audio modules. The 
algorithm that has been used to read the val-
ues, however, could function with any other 
module.

In order to select the most suitable compo-
nents for the first prototype of the speaking 
pH meter, we conducted a test project and 
subsequently a market research. Based on 
this we designed the printed circuit board 
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(PCB) and a case that could contain the PCB 
itself and its various components.

Role of the super node

WeMake organized the acceleration pro-
gramme to support care projects during a 
period from March to December 2017. The 
opencare Maker in Residence (opencare 
MIR) is the first edition of a special residency 
programme organized by WeMake, as part of 
the opencare European project. It provided 
support, assistance, funding and acceleration 
to Makers – from all over the world – inter-
ested in developing / validating / iterating an 
open source project in the health and care 
field.

This special edition was structured in order 
to create an active and participatory link be-
tween online and offline dimensions. While 
learning from experiences all around the 
world, the teams had the chance to use tools, 
machines and materials, and collaborate 
with an active local community.

http://opencare.cc/makerinresidence 

Results

Voice Instruments became an open source 
vocalizer which can be associated with vari-
ous instruments to be used by visually im-

paired or people with the need of speaking 
data usually written on a display. After creat-
ing a talking pH-meter Giulio realized that 
in addition to a pH-meter it was possible to 
develop other measuring instruments vocal-
ising data with the same approach adopted 
in the previous version.

Next steps

Voice Instruments is quickly improving, 
thanks to all the engagement experiences 
that Giulio has been involved into and to the 
interest of the community. 

In the next months the project is going to 
be implemented to become a kit. Currently 
these numeric values are read by this in-
terface in Italian language. Future develop-
ments of this project, however, involve using 
innovative components, adding support 
for foreign languages and, possibly, realizing 
a real speech synthesis system, based on a 
micro controller. 

Lessons 

This project confirmed us that a lot of peo-
ple can be empowered to optimise their 
own personal solutions in order to become 
product or services available to a wider pub-
lic. Makerspaces and fablab are the places 
where this can happen.
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14. WE BOOST 
WHAT YOU DO

Super node:  Barcelona Activa

Author: Marc Pérez Batlle

Summary

DSI-specific call for tenders to foster new DSI 
pilots (one-year long) in Barcelona. 

URL

https://empreses.barcelonactiva.cat/ca/web/
es/impulsem-el-que-fas (in catalan)

Issue to be resolved

The project tackles the need of creating new 
Digital Social Innovation-specific pilot pro-
jects throughout the city. As the name of the 
project suggests, the main aim is to promote 
projects that were also going to happen in 
order to scale them up and maximize their 
impact rather than promoting new ideas 
from the scratch. This action is not only lim-
ited to the provision of the grant. All granted 
projects are closely tracked to ensure that 
they are technically well executed and prop-
erly well communicated. 

Implemented solutions

We created a specific modality for Digital So-
cial Innovation and we paid special attention 
in trying to differentiate it from the other 
modalities (local entrepreneurship, local co-
operative companies, social innovation and 
social economy, local employment, digital 
social innovation). As a result, we got ap-
proximately 100 proposals and we chose the 
best 10 that tackle different citizen’s needs 
such as digital inclusion, traceable reuse of 
electronic devices, digital education by using 
open data, etc. 

The evaluation of the proposals involved 
both external experts and internal staff of the 
City Council who are familiar with the needs 
of the citizens. In this way we can ensure the 
high quality of the projects and that they 
cover some of the needs of the citizens.

Role of the super node

We involved independent experts in the 
selection process. We selected projects with 
high social impact on the citizens of Barce-
lona. We are performing an intensive moni-
toring of each project and try to link with 
experts when they are experiencing bottle-
necks and to maximize their impact and its 
integration. For instance, one of the projects 
that deals with open data and education ex-
perienced problems when trying to access to 
public schools. We put them in contact with 
the people that are currently developing the 
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educational programme for the next year to 
include the project in it. This way the project 
is smoothly integrated in the day-to-day edu-
cation. Other projects need to maximise their 
dissemination plan so we give them space to 
present their initiatives and results in those 
events organized by the City Council that are 
aligned with the project topic.

Results

• 10 DSI-specific projects granted covering 
tackling the following needs:

• Data driven education in public 
schools.

• Social inclusion using open technology.

• Gender digital divide.

• Energy sovereignty.

• Traceable reuse of hardware.

• Pilot open LORA network for open IoT 
purposes.

• Digitalization of local citizen time 
banks.

• Data commons at a neighbourhood 
level.

• Social hackaton to solve 
neighbourhood needs. 

• Small FabLabs in public schools.

• 350k € invested

• Duration of the projects: 1 year

Next steps

To maintain the follow-up of the different 
granted pilot projects. 

To maximize its communication when 
achieving milestones.

Lessons 

Use a matchfunding approach in the 2019 
of the grants. Matchfunding is a new way to 
manage institutional budgets which pro-
vides:

• Legitimacy: Public institutions legitimize 
their budgets while allowing the citizens 
to decide and prioritize how public money 
is used. Creating a space for participation 
where citizenship promotes and supports 
initiatives coming from below.

• Participation: Citizens decide to launch pro-
jects and choose which projects to support.

• Sustainability: Projects come from neigh-
bourhoods and organized citizenship, in 
opposition to top-down policies. Commu-
nities are behind these projects and they 
want to make them alive. 

• Transparency: Citizens audit the whole pro-
cess, as they check and visualize instantly 
how the money is used.

• Success: The success rate rises until more 
than 90% when the public institution mul-
tiply the donation made to the crowdfund-
ing campaigns.

• Learning Lab: While they are in campaign, 
projects learn as they work collectively, 
making the project stronger and growing 
their network.
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