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Generative Design as Tool for Social 
Innovation: A Methodological Approach

Erika Cortés
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México

Aura Cruz
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Social innovation  /  Wicked problems  /  Design research  /  Generative capacity  /  Know-how

There are, at least, two proposals named as “generative de-
sign”. Based on a theoretical-methodological proposal, that 
starts from the morphological processes in design as a fun-
damental unit of study, which usually is synthesized in a set 
of detailed instructions to determine the design form and 
ends at an unpredictable result (Casonato, 2012), depending 
on the context it can be: 1. A morphogenetic process that 
uses structured algorithms as non-linear systems that seek 
endless, unique and unrepeatable results generated by a 
code as in nature (Soddu, 1994 in Agkathidis, 2015), or 2. 
A process of design driven by geometry. However, this re-
search is committed to a completely different concept of gen-
erative design. The proposal that we intend to work has as a 
fundamental category agents that produce design. Our focus 
is not on giving shape to the design product, but on a theo-
retical starting point that allows the collective, inclusive and 
horizontal creation, a “rhizomatic” approach (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1980). We will explore the concept of generative 
design from a perspective which includes all the stakeholders 
involved in the development of artifacts and interactions, in 
order to support or improve their ability to “generate”.

Problem Definition
In an increasingly complex context, we face not only a demand for more special-
ized knowledge, but also for the ability to respond to the demands of the infor-
mation society, whose outcomes are the knowledge economy (Manzini, 2015) 
and constant change. At the same time, we face a myriad of disparities and so-
cial exclusions that urges the incorporation of all society members for a reason 
of justice. Likewise, the lack of a systemic vision has had repercussions socially, 
economically, environmentally or culturally resulting in terribly unsustainable 
ways of life (unesco).

Therefore, understanding knowledge as a final body is unproductive and 
paralyzing, hence we need to conform a nomadic or rhizomatic knowledge 
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1980). The case of design is not different, as a discipli-
nary practice requires addressing the contingency and recognizing itself as capa-
ble of absorbing and incorporating the diverse agents involved in particular prob-
lems. Due to the complexity of faced problems, multi-, inter- (Manzini, 2015) and 
non-disciplinary teams are required (Diseño Detonante, 2018), we need groups 
of people with transversal disciplinary skills and, beyond the disciplines, we need 
extra and multiple skills because it is not only important to empower profession-
als, but the entire social body to work, listen and learn from each other while 
considering alternative scenarios as design tasks (Manzini, 2003).

Lined up as a result, and given the urgent need to conform specific forms of 
design understood as know-how practices and participating in the complex 
chain of social innovation processes, we recognize the need that supports our 
research objective: finding a set of premises for latter creation of a Generative 
Design methodological approach that allows its theoretical assumptions to take 
action (Manzini, 2003).

Conceptual Frame
The current complex world also demands complex answers, which take into 
account that any proposal is part of a larger system and that it must be elaborat-
ed under that assumption. In this sense, as first Rittel and then Richard Bu-
chanan pointed out, every design problem is a “wicked problem” (Rittel, 1972; 
Buchanan, 1992), this means that any possible solution generates in itself an-
other set of problems due to its complex condition. On the same topic, Alain 
Findeli argued that design, far from being responsible for solving problems, was 
in fact responsible for proposing alternative systems to existing ones, each one 
with its corresponding problems. As well, Ezio Manzini (2003) proposes to con-
ceive such systems or “wicked problems” as possible scenarios presented from 
their sensorial and sensitive power, that is, an aesthetic one.

Since the matter of design is not reduced to the production of isolated objects, 
but includes the scenarios that enhance these objects, we also know that, as it 
has been observed, those scenarios do not involve only things but subjectivities 
in interaction, that are, socio-biological agents. Therefore, one of the most rele-
vant aspects of this complexity lies in the convergence of social actors around 
problems, where it is necessary to identify some of their features: on the one 
hand, generation of alternatives to existing problems demands interdisciplinar-
ity and transdisciplinarity even, but on the other, not only disciplinary agents, 
whom Manzini calls “expert agents” (2015), need to be incorporated into the 
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problems, but also the non-specialized ones, whom Manzini calls “diffuse 
agents”, referring to those who experience the problems and for this reason 
become a fundamental source for the creation of possible scenarios. One of the 
platforms that has faced complexity and the challenge of integrating the partic-
ipation of multiple agents is social innovation.

Social Innovation
Given that complex problems that we face have effects and origins unavoidably 
in their social and environmental dimensions, a process known as social inno-
vation has been developed to generate effective solutions in support of socio-en-
vironmental progress. This process is not the prerogative or privilege of any 
organizational form or legal structure, but in fact often requires the active col-
laboration of various actors such as government agents, companies, non-profit 
organizations and the communities themselves.

To explore the field of social innovation, the theoretical foundation of Man-
zini helps us to define it as: new ideas (products, services and models) that si-
multaneously satisfy social needs and create new relationships or social collab-
orations. That is, existing innovations that are good for society and improve 
society’s action capacity.

The social innovation model (Fig. 1) also requires the definition of a set of 
conceptual and practical tools, among them design is defined not by its prod-
ucts, but as a way of knowledge applicable to a multiplicity of objects and diverse 
processes derived from it (Manzini, 2015). If it is not recognized that design can 
also be a strategy and, even more, knowledge by its own right, then it can not be 
imagined that it can play a role in triggering the support and expansion of social 
innovation.

The Role of Design in Social Innovation
In social innovation processes, design will operate as a body of knowledge that 
will enable strategic actions from its type of consistent episteme, according to 
Manzini, in a systemic vision that involves the creation of scenarios (Manzini, 
2003), or, in agreement with the authors of this document, in the sensitive fig-
uration of alternative worlds: aesthetic imagination, sensitive knowledge.

It should be noted that design for social innovation is not a new discipline, 
but one of the ways in which contemporary design develops. It becomes evident 
that an increasing number of people have broken up and are breaking their rou-

tine, and are experimenting with new collabo-
rative ways of living and producing. In a very 
short time, a growing number of people are 
promoting a new wave of social innovation.

For centuries, designers have played the 
role of intruders and managers in the field of 
design. Today we are in a world where every-
body designs and where, as we have seen, our 
task tends to use our own initiatives to enable 
groups of social actors to design better (Man-
zini, 2015). This change of role has led us to 
become something different from what we 
have been up to now, to adapt to what is re-
quired, we have redesigned ourselves and our 
way of operating. This will entail our ability to 
design in action, understood as: a way of 
thinking and doing things that leads to reflec-
tion and the sense of strategy, calling us to see 
ourselves and our context, and to act for im-
proving the state of things (Manzini, 2015).

The role of design in social innovation, 
within the discipline has been responsible for 
developing knowledge dedicated to design 
and on the exterior to redefining the role and 
perceived capabilities of design. Plotting in 
time this redefinition of design synthetically, 
since the social paradigm takes force, it is evi-
dent how the inclusion of people has been in-
creasing, which is evidenced in the following 
events.
–	 In the 1970s, Participatory Design arises in 

Scandinavia; it is an exercise that com-
bined the experience of system designers, 
system researchers and people to increase 
the value of industrial production, involv-
ing workers in the development of a new 
work system (Sanders; Stappers, 2016).

–	 At the same time, in the US a movement 
emerges generated by the interest in urban 
transformation and the search for citizen 
participation; it had implications in indus-
try, urban planning and design services 
(Sanoff, in Garcés, 2017).
It is important to note that one of the fun-

damentals of participatory design since its 
inception is egalitarianism, where all partici-
pants are considered equally in the deci-
sion-making process, and it is linked to the 
process of people empowerment during deci-
sion-making, revealing the consequences that 
these decisions entail at the same time. Pro-
moting a different attitude in people towards 
their force to change environment conception 
and management; whose strength lies in be-
ing a movement that transgresses traditional 
professional and cultural boundaries and 

Fig. 1	 Design Social Innovation. Source: Manzini, E. (2015). Design, When Everybody Designs. An Introduction to 
Design for Social Innovation. London, England: The MIT Press Cambridge.
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boost community participation supported on the idea that the 
habitat works better if the users (the people) are active and in-
volved in its creation and management instead of being treated 
as passive consumers (Sanoff, in Garcés, 2017).
–	 During participatory design practice, processes are con-

densed and the co-design concept emerges. It is important 
to distinguish that co-creation indicates a collaborative cre-
ative effort, regardless of its scale and usually circumscribed 
in a context; while co-design refers to the co-creation used 
during a design process, preferably from the beginning to 
the end, that is to say, this co-creation is focused within the 
scope of the design (Van Abel, et al., 2011).

–	 Another important movement, of a non-academic nature, 
within design transition for new purposes, is the “Grass-
roots” or social organizations, who give an important value 
to the wisdom of ordinary people, which is often inaccessi-
ble for us, using as a strategy the observation of creative and 
innovative ways of solving local problems through patient 
and respectful attention to small details, seeking a deep 
learning that could occur during surprising moments in 
the ordinary tasks of daily life.

From Participatory to Generative Design
A “new” transformation movement appears, its genealogical 
origin is participatory design but it can no longer be named in 
the same way because of its differences. In this proposal we 
named it: generative design—Manzini himself has identified 
it as well. Generative design is a rhizomatic derivation of par-
ticipatory design, because if rhizomatic organisms grow indef-
initely and are also destroyed in their oldest parts (Deleuze; 
Guattari, 2002), their new developments also result from 
their ability to adapt to the circumstances. Just that way, it has 
been happening with the subject that concerns us, the search 
to generate interactions that seek respect, inclusion, autonomy 
and collaboration in horizontal social organizations. Participa-
tory design, as a precedent, has left many lessons learned and 
little by little has evolved to what generative design currently 
proposes. Today we can infer that the essential difference be-
tween participatory and generative design lies fundamentally 
in the kind of stakeholders intervention. In the first, the de-
signer decides or designs the tool to generate the interaction 
and the people join based on certain shared knowledge; in gen-
erative design it is propitiated that people (expert and diffuse 
designers, both at the same level of hierarchy) enhance their 
creativity so that in each case, generate the tools by themselves, 
detecting the problem and transforming it from a new scenar-
io, or what commonly we call “build the solution” (Manzini, 
2015). Generative design demands the formulation of a meth-
odology but not the creation of tools a priori. In addition, its 
methodology must be sufficiently open to have derivations of 
rhizomatic order, which means, adaptable to the circumstances 
(Deleuze; Guattari, 1980).

To explore the concept of generative design in greater detail, 
we propose to review Sanders (2006) map of the emerging pan-
orama of design research (Fig. 2) that allows us to locate the in-
fluences and surroundings of the different design approaches.

This map is defined and described at the intersection of two 
dimensions; one of them is the type of approach and the other 
is the type of mentality. Design research approaches come from 
a guided/research-led perspective located at the bottom of the 
map, and from the design-led perspective located at the top of 
the map. The first perspective has a longer history and has been 
directed by applied psychology, anthropology, sociology and en-
gineering; it can be associated with scientific knowledge or 
“pure reason” (Kant, 1787), characterized by the generation of 
knowledge understood as representation or description of the 
existing. The second perspective has come into view recently, 
and is associated with know-how or “practical reason” (Kant, 
1788), which is characterized by generating ideas that do not try 
to represent or describe what exists, but prefigure new possibil-
ities of the world. In the first perspective, knowledge is under-
stood as representation and in the second, as a tool.

On the map also appear two opposing mindsets or ways 
of thinking that are evident in the practice of design 
research today. On the left side of the map is described 
an expert mindset, where people are considered as sub-
jects / users / consumers. On the right side of the map 
is described a culture characterized by the participatory 
mindset, where design researchers work with people. 
People are considered to be the true experts in terms of 
lived, learned, worked experience. Design researchers 
with a participatory mindset value people as co-creators 
in the design process and are so convinced of their in-
clusion in the design process that they share control 
with them. For many people it is difficult to move from 
the left to the right side of the map (or vice versa) since 
this change requires a significant cultural and political 
change (Sanders; Stappers, 2016).

The participatory design area expands between the guided/
research-led perspective and the design-led perspective, located 
on the right side of the map. Participatory design is an approach 
that tries to actively involve people who are part of the process 
to ensure that products/services are meeting their needs. A 
characteristic of participatory design is the use of physical arti-
facts such as tools throughout the process.

Fig. 2	 Emerging panorama of design research. Source: Sanders, E. B.-N. (2006). “Design 
research”. Design Research Quaterly, No. 1, Design Research Society, September. 
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The area of generative design is driv-
en by research and fueled by the partici-
patory mindset; generative design em-
powers people and promotes alternatives 
to current situations. The concept “gen-
erative tools” (Sanders; Stappers, 2016) 
refers to the creation of a design lan-
guage shared by designers/researchers 
and other stakeholders, and used to com-
municate. Therefore, collaboration tools 
do not exist a priori, but all the stakehold-
ers are involved in its creation. Design 
language is generative in the sense that 
people can express an infinite number of 
ideas through a limited set of stimuli. 

Therefore, the approximation of gen-
erative tools is a way to explore ideas, 
dreams and discoveries [insights] of peo-
ple that will be served and will take care 
of themselves through design. This last 
feature is the point of connection, be-
tween the approach of generative design 
and social innovation, situating design 
within a horizontal model, it can be 
achieved that people and designers are 
“subjects that find themselves at the 
same level of collaboration and dialogue, 
in which the two expose their thoughts. 
As well as the levels of perception about 
reality and the vision of the world in 
which they find themselves. Enabling 
them to work as subjects interested in re-
flexive action” (Freire, in Garcés, 2017).

Proposal
We agree on the need to create platforms 
that meet disciplinary and non-discipli-
nary design to generate a body of knowl-
edge and fruitful, inclusive and enduring 
alternatives; we also consider that social 
innovation is a process where new ideas 
emerge from a variety of stakeholders di-
rectly involved with the problem to be 
solved: end users, specialists, entrepre-
neurs, local institutions, organized and 
unorganized civil society (the “non-ex-
perts”). Likewise, not just agents are di-
verse but also—conscious and uncon-
scious—concepts that guide them in their 
relationship with the world (Nietzsche, 
1873); thus, each interaction has a unique 
power that must be accompanied by 
methodological approaches that encour-
age collective creativity and, to that extent, 
allow specific adaptation to reality specific 
demands. We need theories and ways of 

concretizing nomadic or rhizomatic 
methodologies (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1980) supported by versatile tools to cre-
ate a world that can be discarded, enriched 
or mutated according to need.

We propose to start from Generative 
Design, its theoretical understanding, as 
well as its integration to social innovation 
with the aim of building a methodologi-
cal prototype; starting from a selection of 
social innovation empirical cases, where 
preexisting concepts have stretched, 
transformed or even disappeared; all this 
through a qualitative methodological ap-
proach that allows us to obtain the best 
from selection.

It is necessary to remember that social 
innovation demands the transition from 
a linear to a systemic culture; conse-
quently, to make it happen, the flux of 
resources (people and knowledge) has to 
be redefined in order to get feedback, so 
that the output of one activity becomes 
the input of another. To seek this feed-
back, this research proposes for the anal-
ysis of the case studies to use the scheme 
(Fig. 3) developed by Sanders (2006), 
which traces the relationship among peo-
ple’s behavior, methods and the type of 
knowledge we can get. In particular, in-
terviews and observation exercises will be 
performed with organizations that have 
been involved in social projects, so we can 
recognize people’s explicit ideas, ways of 
doing, feeling and imagining within pre-
viously identified generative processes.

Methodology
This research was developed through 
the case study method due to its useful-
ness in the generation of results that en-

able the growth and development of ex-
isting theories or the emergence of new 
scientific paradigms. From a methodo-
logical point of view, the study is empir-
ical, complete and coherent during the 
different parts of the process. The inti-
mate connection with the reality offered 
by the application of this method is what 
makes possible all theoretical develop-
ment (Martínez, 2006).

The selected theoretical sample in-
cluded cases that can be replicated or 
extended by the emerging theory (Ei-
senhardt in Martínez, 2006). For 
this first stage of this research, we ana-
lyze the work of:
1.		infrarural, a social enterprise that 

aims to develop strategic programs 
for rural, peri-urban and urban com-
munities with high marginalization 
and social backwardness, through 
participatory and inclusive tools, tak-
ing advantage of their natural and 
human resources in order to positive-
ly impact on their sustainable com-
munity development.

2.	 Diseño Detonante, a group that seeks 
to generate proposals, from the inter-, 
trans- and non-disciplinarity to deto-
nate others’ realities in the social and 
political environment, focused on in-
teractions among oneself, the others 
and otherness, driven in everyday 
life, using as resources methods, dia-
logue and objects that intend to trig-
ger change.
From the qualitative data acquired 

from various sources, such as interviews 
and documents related to the cases ad-
dressed, we conducted an inductive analy-
sis that revealed us the following insights.

Fig. 3	 People, Methods, Knowledge. Source: Sanders, E. B.-N. (2006). “Design research”. Design Research Quaterly, No. 1, 
Design Research Society, September.
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Insights
The fundamental elements to achieve a methodological approach to gen-
erative design are:
–	 At the base, design is always conceived as a tool of change, and consid-

ered open, changing and constantly evolving.
–	 The common purpose is to reduce ignorance and deep indifference 

towards others; from stimulating the interaction between individuals 
and realities, which goes from the encounter to the approach, so that 
people involved can redesign their own structures of thought, imag-
ination and interaction.

–	 The patterns detected in the projects developed by the selected organ-
izations as case studies.

–	 They present a clear decision of agency.
–	 Awareness and training are fundamental activities for the potential of 

participatory action and to generate ownership in order to achieve 
success in long-term projects.

–	 The process includes the design of object-based and methodological 
tools, developed from the skills and training of involved stakeholders 
(in the case of Diseño Detonante, they promote the use of media and 
visual realization).

Conclusions
We believe that daily practices open up different possibilities of interpre-
tation and action for people, where relationships and dispositions are 
modified with the objects and environments that surround them and 
that undoubtedly represent time and place outside a pre-established 
model of use and interpretation; a pause to everything that is functional, 
orderly, established, universal and quantifiable.

For this research, society became a laboratory, and community or-
ganizations enduring witness to the vernacular culture linked to the 
present and to transformation, where ideas and practices that constitute 
knowledge constantly emerge. This way of doing, goes beyond the can-
on and modes of consumption of the economic system in which we live, 
meaning the inclusion of daily ways of doing and thinking to ideation 
of design. 

Recognizing this kind of design means its democratization, since it 
also recognizes daily and empirical practices through which people give 
their own meaning to the world, to things, ideas and actions that are 
found far from passive consumption, and that prefigure the recognition 
of knowledge that exceeds disciplinary conception.

Design has opened gaps, and has become a shared informed lan-
guage among stakeholders involved in projects to develop. For the latter, 
we must use the joint generative capacity, in order to build and push 
beyond these languages in common, to increase ownership, cultivate 
empathy and exterminate indifference among communities.
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