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... at the end of the nineties at Politecnico di Milano, 

PhD thesis about:

ĒStrategic Design

ĒProduct Service System Design

ĒService Design
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Social Innovation
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Several meanings in the concept of Service Design :

_ interactions

_ relationships

_ experiences

_ exchange of benefits

_ ...

Ēbehaviours
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... how people behave

Ēentering the social sphere

...  innovations of the social kind.
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ùSocial innovation:

changes in the way groups of people act to obtain 

results (to solve a problem, to generate new 

opportunities). 

It is driven by behavioural changes (more than by 

technology or market changes), which typically emerge 

from bottom-up processes (more than from top-down 

ones).



Anna Meroni _ Politecnico di Milano _ Dept. INDACO _ Research Unit DIS

Approaches to and reflections on sustainable social innovation and Service Design _ ISDN3   2nd April 2008 _ Newcastle
7

ùSocial innovation:

_innovations in the behavioural and organisational 

structures

_innovations (mainly) driven by ñordinary peopleò

Actions:

ù Identify cases. 

ùPinpoint the demand for products, services and solutions.
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ĒSocial innovation is not necessary an innovation with 

particular social aims. Social innovation may be neutral 

in terms of specific social aims. 

The social innovation that interests us gives a social 

benefits mainly in a indirect way, increasing socialization 

and, therefore, reinforcing the social fabric
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From Social 

Innovation to 

Strategic and Service 

Design
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Social changes > Strategic Design > Service design

ĒAccording to a strategic design approach, some kind of social 

innovation can be seen as driver for technological and production 

innovation, in view of sustainability.

ĒAccording to a service design approach, some kind of social 

innovation can be seen as example of how a sustainable service-

oriented society can be organized.
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ùSustainable social innovations are the result of 

actions by groups of inventive, enterprising people who 

have been able to identify objectives and find sustainable 

tools and organisational forms for achieving them. 

(Manzini 2006)
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Social Innovation and 

Creative Communities
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EMUDE
Emerging user demands for sustainable solutions.
Social Innovation as driver for technological and system innovation.

A program of actions, April 2004 - March 2006

VI European Union Framework Programme
[ ]
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Politecnico di Milano, INDACO Department (co-ordinator) _ Italy

National Institute for Consumer Research- Sifo _ Norway

Netherlands Organisation for Applied Scientific Research ïTNO _ The Netherlands

Strategic Design Scenarios, Brussels _ Belgium

Doors of Perception _ The Netherlands

Philips Design, Eindhoven _ The Netherlands

Joint Research Centre - Institute for Prospective Technological Studies _ Spain

Central European University, Budapest Fundation _ Hungary

Consumers International _ United Kingdom

United Nations Environment Programme _ Paris

Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow _ Poland

Estonian Academy of Arts, Tallin _ Estonia

ENSCI Les Ateliers, Paris _ France

Politecnico di Milano _ Italy

School of Design, The Glasgow School of Art _ United Kingdom

School of Design, University of Applied Sciences, Cologne_ Germany

Eindhoven University of Technology _ The Netherlands

University of Art and Design Helsinki _ Finland
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Creative Communities: 

the research
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To identify and conceptualise the user demands for 

sustainable solutions coming from social innovations

in Europe.
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To recognise, in the complexity of signals that society 

sends us, those that are most promising in terms of 

sustainability. 

Signals emitted by groups of creative minorities

making radical innovations in ways of being and doing 

things.
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To look beyond mainstream positions, behaviour and 

opinions and know how in order to foster the 

transition towards sustainability.
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To draw, from this demand, a set of scenarios of 

product-service-system innovation.
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To translate these scenarios in roadmaps for future 

research and development activities, to inform and 

inspire the decision-makers and to influence the 

perception and demands of future end-users. 
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The aim of the research was to explore the potential 

of social innovation as a driver for technological and 

production innovation, in view of sustainability. 

ù Identify cases where subjects and communities use existing 
resources in an original way to bring about system innovation. 

ùPinpoint the demand for products, services and solutions that such 
cases and communities express, and define research lines that could 
lead to improved efficiency, accessibility and diffusion.



Anna Meroni _ Politecnico di Milano _ Dept. INDACO _ Research Unit DIS

Approaches to and reflections on sustainable social innovation and Service Design _ ISDN3   2nd April 2008 _ Newcastle
22

The research started from the hypothesis that groups of 

creative communities all around Europe are developing 

innovative promising (in terms of sustainability) 

solutions to solve problems of everyday life.

Hypothesis 1)
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These cases are signals that point to a new direction 

for technological and market research and innovation. 

Hypothesis 2)


