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Introduction 

In our harsh and unrelenting environment of political unrest, ever restricted 

welfare budgets and a widely publicised and complex housing crisis how can a 

society flourish? 

This paper will explore themes, thinking and European examples of social 

innovation and experimentation in housing. It covers models for behaviour and 

systems change in the UK that are rooted in social entrepreneurship and 

collaborative working.  

This paper is specifically written for the housing and social investment sector as 

well as individuals interested systems thinking and the application in the field.   

If you are interested in practice which is grounded in community benefit, the 

commons, or looking for collaborative solutions to systems change, this is for you.   

 

The Author 

Louise’s passion for social entrepreneurship, innovation and housing is 

driven by personal experience of homelessness. As the result of three life events she 

was inspired to apply to the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust to undertake this 

Fellowship.  

Most significantly, aged 15, in lieu of a placement at a supported housing facility in 

Birmingham Louise was placed in the temporary care of an alcoholic relative due to 

abuse within the family home. Following the placement, aged 16, notwithstanding 

discovering the challenges of navigating and accessing housing without any 

financial security or track record, Louise also discovered a passion for working with 

people in crisis. This fuelled a drive to change the external forces having a negative 

impact on she and her peers. Louise subsequently gained experience in working 

with clients in crisis managing a service for the homeless and at risk young adults 

and then working in housing options for a local authority.   

Secondly, Louise has spent the last decade at UnLtd, The Foundation for Social 

Entrepreneurs. Supporting the growth of social entrepreneurship and driving the 

organisations work to challenge the status quo of housing provision in the UK 

through the ‘Building Futures’ programme Louise designed and has led. During 

2016-18 Louise worked with a cohort of social entrepreneurs with radical solutions 

to the housing crisis.  The social entrepreneur’s ideas range from community led 

provision and manufacturing, to those using digital platform building to innovate 

and disrupt the market addressing the long tail of supply. Each solution itself 

remarkable, but collectively demonstrates a powerful force of opposition to the 

status quo and a movement toward collaborative practice.  

We can witness a change in the pace and drivers of change shifting away from 

political agendas to community powered change supporting local economies, 

people and power.  

Most recently Louise has been exploring the Future of Housing with 20 partners: a 

collaborative approach to systems change in the UK and applied design thinking 

with a cross European group of young ambassadors.  

Finally, Louise received a Clore Social Leadership Fellowship in 2014 and has 

written a pre-cursor to this paper ‘A Square Peg in a Round Hole’ (Cannon, 2016) 

which explores the transition of some European countries in the provision of 

sustainable housing.  

Louise’s experiences have led her to explore how we can create more equity in 

opportunities through social entrepreneurship and housing. 

 

 

https://unltd.org.uk/
https://issuu.com/louisecannon/docs/asquarepeginaroundhole
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Executive summary 
 

Sometimes we can ignore small movements 

which could give rise to big social change.  The 

potential for Collective Impact through collaborative 

working gives scope for design led systems thinking 

to tackle the root causes of inequality and injustice. 

But, how do you tackle ambitious systems level 

change?  

This paper explores examples of social innovation 

and new models of housing in Germany, the 

Netherlands and Denmark. Uncovering the methods 

and thinking guiding innovation at a city level from 

the viewpoint of municipalities, city makers, social 

entrepreneurs and housing providers.  

It will ask some questions about our current 

approach to housing and social innovation, to distil 

learning and offer some practical solutions which 

might help us navigate the complexities of our very 

adaptive, reactive and resistant to change, housing 

crisis.  

For me, the greatest lessons come from the 
understanding and truth in answering three questions:  
 

1) Who holds the power?  
2) Who’s profiting?  
3) How does society prosper?  

My conversations have led me to understand that by 

supporting synergistic interventions over a longer 

period we might yet have some hope of achieving 

positive and sustained impact. 

Key Recommendations 

 
In absorbing the lessons from my Fellowship, 

I am proposing the adoption of systems thinking as an 

approach for broadening our understanding of the 

challenges and complexity of housing. This thinking 

is underpinned by a set of  Home Principles as 

outlined, to remind us that to sustain positive change, 

not only do the results count, but how we go about 

achieving them.  

I have set out in this paper how this thinking could 

position us to reimagine what the future of housing 

might look like, and who might have the agency to 

change it. Importantly, it requires investment. The 

welcome news of the £60m Community Led Housing 

Fund is a significant marker but identifying 

entrepreneurial talent, building collaborative practice 

and supporting the pursuit of ambitious systems level 

change requires something else. The social investment 
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sector, local authorities and central government need 

to develop creative strategies in partnership to tailor 

financial support to the needs and position of systems 

entrepreneur’s.     

   

Learning in Housing  
Understanding our view of agency and framing for 

the housing crisis are critical in our pursuit of new 

models of housing. To distil the learning from my 

travels I have compiled a set of Home Principles to 

guide our approach;  

Home Principles  
 

1. Practice open architecture  

2. Build capacity  

3. Increase participation and network 

connectivity  

4. Create an opportunity-rich environment 

5. Promote access over ownership  

6. Chart the course  

Developing our thinking  
Novel practice in solving the housing crisis requires 

an understanding of systems thinking and 

reimagining our support mechanisms for social 

innovation and entrepreneurship. In order to 

accelerate the transition toward collaborative 

practice my first recommendation is the 

development of the Collective Impact Lab.   

Collective Impact Lab: A proposal for a UK based 

innovation lab for housing. Providing backbone 

support and leadership, investing in the 

infrastructure required to achieve equity in housing. 

(see Collective Impact Lab) The Collective Impact 

Lab should host and convene the Future of Housing, 

an already established network.  

Future of Housing: The Future of Housing is an 

openly convened systems change group which is made 

up of individuals and organisations open to working 

together to achieve a more equitable housing system. 

Using our collective wisdom to learn from peers, 

interrogate the housing system and identify synergistic 

solutions to challenge the status quo.  

You are very welcome to join us!  

 
The nature of complex challenges means that 
perhaps the most important thing is to have a 
stable platform, an institution that can bring 
together diverse capital, talent and strategic 
direction to build collaborative responses 
(Hassan, 2014) 
 

 

Unlocking Finance  
In the pursuit of innovation and entrepreneurship we 

need to reimagine what investment methods and 

practice looks like. We need flexible and blended 

finance. Grants, patient capital, stipends, impact 

projections can or could play a critical part of the 

methodology for uncovering new novel practice. Many 

of the conversations echoed across the UK and Europe 
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have been complimentary of flexible approaches and 

damning of rigid and prescriptive practice.  

Context 

If not now, then when? 
  

Formerly known as the UN Conference on 

Housing and Sustainable Development, Habitat ɪɪɪ 

took place in Quito, Ecuador in October 2016. The 

third in the series, the conference looked to 

reinvigorate global political commitment to 

sustainable development. One of the products of that 

reinvigorated support is the New Urban Agenda.  

The New Urban Agenda envisages cities which;   

• fulfil their social function, including full 

realisation of the right to adequate housing; 

• are participatory and promote civic engagement, 

engendering a sense of belonging and ownership 

among all their inhabitants;  

• achieve gender equality and empower women 

and girls;  

• meet the present and future challenges of 

inclusive and sustainable growth;  

• promote age and gender responsive planning and 

investment for sustainable, safe, and accessible 

mobility;  

• protect, conserve, restore and promote 

ecosystems, championing a change to 

sustainable consumption and production.  

(Habitat lll New Urban Agenda, 2016) 

In the UK context, A White Paper released by the 

now Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 

Government (MHCLG) acknowledged the UK 

housing crisis. This legitimises many within housing 

who have for years struggled to gain political support 

and understanding for the pressure the market is 

exhausting. Whilst the acknowledgement comes 

with support to see more homes built, it lacks 

analysis and scope for more sustainable 

development. As identified in the New Urban 

Agenda homes should fulfil their social function and 

be a platform for social mobility.  

To achieve more impactful interventions in the long 

term we need first to really understand the 

complexity of the problem we face.  

 

 

How complex is this crisis? 
 

The ideals of urban life have changed, and 

this calls for new tactics without sacrificing future 

generations. It’s complex because it’s not a market 

failure. The market is doing what it’s designed to- 

preconditioned to grow and create profit. The 

problems this creates being layered, dynamic and 

resistant to change.  Kate Raworth’s Doughnut 

Economics explains why the economic modelling 

behind our housing market is flawed and defunct.  

We require up to 300,000 more homes per year to 

keep up with population growth alone. In 2015-16 

there were over 250,000 new homes granted 

planning permission, but just over 150,000 

completed. Inflated valuations in the housing market 

mean that houses can "earn" more than the people 

living in them. In 2015, the average home in the South 

East increased in value by £29,000 whilst average pay 

in the region was £24,542. The average home in 

London made its owner more than £22 per hour 

during the working week in 2015. Whilst the rate of 

new builds is disproportionate with new homes 

required there is also a significant pool of 

underutilised property. Records from 2015 show 

over 200,000 long-term empty homes (empty for 

http://citiscope.org/sites/default/files/h3/Habitat_III_New_Urban_Agenda_10_September_2016.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_version.pdf
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over six months) and over 600,000 properties in total 

are empty homes. (Empty Homes, 2016) 

Access and affordability are just the tip of the 

Iceberg. When we consider the impact of unstable, 

unsuitable or a lack of housing we start to 

understand the ripple effect of this crisis.  

On mental health, a study by Shelter showed 3 in 10 

people who expressed that housing had had an 

impact on their mental health, also indicated that 

they had no issue with their mental health 

previously. (Shelter , 2017)  

On the NHS, the effects of homelessness evidenced 

significantly worse health than the general 

population with 41% reporting a long-term health 

problem and 45% with a diagnosed mental health 

problem.   (Local Government Association (LGA), 

2017) 

Most worryingly is the fact that our housing crisis is 

disproportionally impacting low and middle earners 

in the UK. Homebuying for first time buyers is 

becoming increasingly unachievable. Our social 

housing system is both undersupplied and 

challenged by welfare reform. The private rented 

sector is largely unregulated and offers homes which 

are taking an increasingly higher percentage of 

household income whilst a significant 

proportion still do not meet decent homes 

standards. In addition, those on the lowest 

incomes, as well as having their income 

squeezed, are also subject to poverty 

premiums, meaning outgoings can be 

costlier just because of institutional bias 

toward those more able to meet demands 

such as payment in advanced or monthly 

direct debit.  

The experiences of the housing crisis differ 

depending on where you live and personal 

circumstances. However, across all tenures there are 

complex challenges in which the market is squeezing 

out low and middle earners into poorer housing, 

more insecure tenancies at a higher cost or being 

altogether homeless. Housing in 2017 will be a year in 

which we remember the tragedy of Grenfell, but 

without acting to make a change we are complicit in 

the contributing factors which allowed it to happen 

and at risk of such awful circumstances repeating 

elsewhere.  

Trends in living show movement from the ‘normal’ 

housing ladder trajectory (living with parents, 

moving into rental, saving to purchase) to a 

convoluted mix of multiple tenures, returning to the 

family home or remaining in PRS where ownership is 

completely out of reach for a growing proportion of 

our younger generations. Notwithstanding your 

experiences if, for example, you have limited family 

or close networks with which to rely on for support.   

When exploring complex challenges, we need to 

watch out for micro responses to complex issues. The 

solution to the housing crisis is not simply to build 

more. One stakeholder of the housing market will not 

be its saviour. One new construction method will not 

transform the speed and scale of housing sufficiently to 

appease the market.  

Figure 1 Community Garden, Vauban, Freiburg 
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The fabric of our housing is conditioned on wealth and 

division. However, for healthy, inviting communities 

in which people can belong and thrive, we need to 

value the diverse fabric of society and build 

communities which allow this diversity to connect and 

flourish in common.  

Agency without tools  
 

Many individuals within organisations are 

hampered by process, hierarchy and politics to drive 

change or develop radical ideas. My appreciation for 

the value of social entrepreneurship is the realisation 

that no matter how good an idea is, the difference is the 

person. With the required grit and resilience, they 

begin to gather allies to drive forward change.  

Social entrepreneurs tackle a defined, and sometimes 

wicked social issue using a business model which 

supports their activities.   

Change Please Community Interest Company (CiC) is 

a social enterprise founded by Cemal Ezel. The 

company trains and employs homeless people as 

Barista’s and they have achieved what few social 

enterprises have in reaching a high street retailer and 

achieving global recognition for their work. Having to 

                                                             
2 At time of being published 

date2  supported 35 people with barista training and 29 

into employment with a projected turnover of 

£450,000. They see themselves as a part of the 

ecosystem of support for homeless people and 

therefore work with existing organisations to 

complement support to increase the sustainability of 

their interventions. Change Please is tackling a key 

barrier for individuals experiencing homelessness; 

access to employment.  

 

Wicked social issues are those which are deeply 

engrained, protracted, and subject to numerous 

contributing factors. Housing is a test case example 

of a wicked social issue. Factors such as the wider 

economy, land banking, an individual’s background; 

policies such as right to buy and welfare reform, all 

influence how the housing system functions, and how 

it impacts upon people. The results, such as 

homelessness or a lack of availability for new homes 

can equally influence the way the system behaves. 

Inadequate or ill thought through responses can 

attempt to tackle the immediate problem without the 

foresight of the wider systemic factors which are 

contributing to the issue.  

 

Put simply, change is needed now, and without 

engineering spaces to explore how radical change to 

the housing system might come to fruition we run 

the risk of tinkering around the edges. Housing does 

not need career professionals to come up with a 

solution. It needs a network of us all, from policy 

makers, business, social entrepreneurs, systems 

thinkers, academics and financiers. There’s a very 

important difference between collective wisdom and 

not group think. Most importantly we also need 

those with lived experience, rooted to the issues, 

causes and the impact to keep us steadfast in 

working toward a more equitable solution.  

We each have the agency to act and tackle this wicked 

housing issue, but do we have the tools to do it?  

Innovation, twinned with scale 
 

Sometimes the smartest solutions come from 

people who care the most, not the people paid to do 

a job.   

When you talk of innovation and housing it comes 

hand in hand with a debate about scaling, 

https://www.changeplease.org/
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speculation and economies of scale. To address the 

challenges laid out in ‘Fixing our broken housing 

market’ there is a real risk that institutional investors 

investing heavily in automation process for housing, 

factory producing a fixed typology of homes will 

compound issues. Of course, If you knock out  houses 

quickly enough this could appease demands on 

supply for a time, provided there is sufficient 

incentive to release land for development. However, 

if you’ve ever got lost walking around a modern 

development, lacking in architectural diversity, 

vitality and mixed use you will understand that we 

are not paying attention to longer term concerns.  

A staggering decline of Small Medium Enterprise 

(SME) builders since 1998 where figures stood at 

12,000 has seen numbers plummet to just 2,500 (Tom 

Knowles, 2018).  

It’s no wonder that we are seeing swathes of 

developments which will become future case studies. 

Those are factors which detract from a community’s 

ability to respond and adapt to externalities and life- 

an ability to bounce back after challenges and pull 

together when needed.  

In their own White Paper Andy Reeve and Alastair 

Parvin highlight the need to scale the citizen sector, 
Figure 2 A Parvin Gordian Knot 
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furthering opportunities for SME, self-builders, 

families and social entrepreneurs to build homes. 

(Parvin & Reeve, 2016) 

Profit driven developments form most of our housing 

stock. However, new models such as Baugruppen- 

German for a ‘Building Group’ can play a bigger role 

in the UK. They provide opportunities for families to 

form co-operatives, to pool resources and build their 

own homes. Models of governance and financing 

innovation that we have seen from Leeds Community 

Homes (and a great many others) point not to 

‘alternative’ housing models but simply better ones, 

which are more equitable.  

We need to uncouple the connection between 

housing solutions being scalable and profit driven. 

Profit motivations will not provide an answer to 

housing inequality as qualities which contribute to 

liveability inevitably cost more. If you are building 

for speculation, or someone else, you are not as 

inclined, or driven to think about the running costs, 

quality and long-term liveability. It makes good 

economic sense, but the question is who benefits 

from the investment.  

Homes need to be viewed as a contributor to good 

health and wellbeing.  Future-proofing, community 

resilience and affordability in perpetuity for 

communities who are being largely displaced by the 

market is where our European counterparts are 

excelling in our absence.  

Solutions are needed to tackle the issue at scale but 

it’s the ideas that need spreading, not solely the 

‘right’ business model.  

 

How can we foster a culture of innovation? 

 

The TEPSIE review of social innovation gives an 

example of what I mean when I talk about social 

innovation ‘Social innovations are new solutions (products, 

services, models, markets, processes etc.) that simultaneously 

meet a social need (more effectively than existing solutions) 

and lead to new or improved capabilities and relationships and 

better use of assets and resources. In other words, social 

innovations are both good for society and enhance society’s 

capacity to act’   

To foster a culture of innovation we should take a 

lesson from TED. Good ideas are worth spreading.  

Fostering a culture of innovation requires us to think 

differently about the purpose of housing which 

should provide a platform for social mobility and be 

responsive to the needs of our ageing population. It 

should recognise the transient nature of some of the 

younger generations who want the flexibility to 

move and travel, providing security for those who 

want it.  

Background, race, and personal circumstance 

shouldn’t play a role in your ability to access suitable 

housing. We shouldn’t leave it to people to have to 

be resilient or ‘beat the odds’ to make a home for 

themselves.   

The silver lining is innovation thrives in chaos. We 

have a better chance now more than ever to come up 

with innovative solutions. Social entrepreneurs can 

stand out with ideas that tackle the root causes of 

‘broken’ markets. However, if we are asking 

organisations to invest in longer-term systemic 

solutions, we need to facilitate that by limiting the 

burden of expectations to pre-determine the 

outcomes. 

 

Why systems thinking  
 

 
Having a frame for exploring systems thinking is 

useful. Having a big vision, or your ‘Guiding Star’ 

expresses your core values and a sense of purpose. In 

http://leedscommunityhomes.org.uk/
http://leedscommunityhomes.org.uk/
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working toward this aspiration it’s helpful also to 

chart the course using a set of near stars which will 

help you to navigate toward the change you would like 

to see.   

To tackle complex challenges, we need to deploy new 

tactics which rethink our relationship with the built 

environment. Our primary goals should be building 

social and human capital and the avoidance of resource 

depletion.  

We’re trained to tackle problems by breaking them 

down, and so logic tells us when exploring complex 

issues to break them into smaller and more achievable 

goals. We need to reset this thinking when exploring 

complex social issues from linear problem solving to 

systems thinking.   

 

Let’s explore an example to illustrate the difference in 

thinking. Ms X, is a single mom having separated from 

her partner, and is renting an apartment for her and her 

son. Previously working part-time, she was in receipt 

of housing benefit however she has since increased her 

hours as a nurse to full time. This change in 

circumstances mean she has passed a threshold to 

continue receiving housing benefit. Unfortunately, as 

her employment is in an area where housing options 

are limited due to demand, an inflated rental market 

means her income is still insufficient to cover her rent. 

Ms X is now at risk of falling into rent arrears and 

could face eviction.  

 

The local authority advice to Ms X is to wait until 

served with a court judgement before leaving the 

property, the consequence of not doing so would be to 

be classed as ‘Intentionally homeless’. You can imagine, 

this course of action will cause her further arrears, 

stress and uncertainty, result in legal costs, and the 

associated time required to deal with being evicted. Ms 

X’s landlord can also expect a protracted process to 

evict Ms X due to rental arrears and will bear the costs 

of proceedings. Given the local housing waiting list has 

thousands of people waiting for accommodation, Ms X 

is unlikely to find a solution forthcoming. 

 

Our linear model takes the problem in front of us and 

seeks a solution. Therefore, we might look at 

alternative housing solutions for Ms X, and we might 

also stretch to supporting her to access another private 

rented property using a tenancy deposit scheme. But 

how much of the problem are we really solving?   

 

Our systems thinking would consider as many of the 

contributing factors as relevant and practical, such as 

the local housing market, benefit policy, local authority 

housing options and discharge of homelessness 

prevention. Might it be more cost effective in the long 

run to continue to support Ms X with housing benefit 

and work to seek alternative accommodation in 

partnership to achieve a sustainable transition? Might 

we also think about how we can increase the supply of 

truly affordable homes in perpetuity through models 

such as through a Community Land Trust (see 

National CLT Network) We could even extend our 

thinking to look at local authority land disposals for 

capital receipt which can, in the long term, prove to be 

a short-sighted decision. The local authority might 

better serve its residents by selling land to a 

community group to develop into homes, local services 

and facilities in the shape of social enterprises which 

create profit for purpose.  

 

I made a point earlier about why it’s important to 

have everyone in the conversation (Agency without 

tools) and not just career professionals. The 

complexity of the problems we face in housing 

transcend areas of specialisation. This was perfectly 

http://www.communitylandtrusts.org.uk/
http://www.communitylandtrusts.org.uk/
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illustrated in the Cynefin Framework (Snowden, 

2010) below.  

 

Figure 3 David Snowden. Cynefin Framework. 

 

David Snowden explains that where a problem is 

identified or categorised as ‘simple’ as above; such as 

the solution to the housing crisis being to build more 

homes; it is at the greatest risk of falling rapidly into 

the chaotic category. This is because the solutions 

being applied are business as usual and are not 

exploring new emergent factors or influencers. 

Where an issue can move between quadrants, the 

separation from simple to chaotic is like a cliff edge 

and therefore perhaps not surprising that we are now 

in a housing crisis. 

Systems thinking allows you 

to explore the macro and 

micro elements, all whilst 

having a view of what 

surrounds them. Once we can 

see the relationships between 

structure and behaviour 

within a system we can begin 

to understand how the 

system functions, and where 

we might make shifts to 

produce emergent patterns of 

behaviour. 

 
 

What is Systems Thinking?  
 
Donnella Meadows, a pioneer of systems thinking and 

the author of Thinking in Systems, A Primer, shares the 

ancient Sufi story in which blind men attempted to 

understand the nature and form of an elephant, best 

illustrated by this picture:  

 

 

Figure 4 The Elephant and The Blind Men 

 

Each is said to have believed that they understood 

what the Elephant was like from feeling just their part; 

describing a wall, a spear, a rope, a fan, a tree and a 

snake. The story illustrates the ineffectiveness of 

remaining in silo when tackling complex problems, 

you can’t understand the problem with only a part of 

the picture.  

 

In its simplest form, systems thinking is a tool for 

helping us to understand the increasingly complex 
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world in which we live. It offers a way of identifying 

all interconnected parts of an environment which 

must be dynamic (constantly changing) and evolving 

(having emergent properties); whether concerning 

the physical or digital environment, social 

infrastructure or social issues.  

 

Systems thinking is a way of understanding the world as made 

up of complex systems that are formed by dynamic, multiple, 

interdependent and variously interacting parts. Systems 

thinking seeks to identify the interdependencies and feedback 

loops between agents, behaviours, and outcomes in a complex 

system (Orchard-Webb, 2018) 

 

To define and understand a system, it must have a 

boundary and connected parts, often called elements 

or nodes. Another prolific writer and thinker on 

systems Draper Kauffman wrote:  

 

“…dividing the cow in half does not give you two smaller cows. 

You may end up with a lot of hamburger, but the essential 

nature of “cow” – a living system capable, amongst other 

things, of turning grass into milk- then would be lost. This is 

what we mean when we say a system functions as a “whole”. It’s 

behavior depends on it’s entire structure and not just on adding 

up the behavior of it’s different pieces” (Draper L. 

Kauffman, 1980) 

The application of systems thinking in housing could 

enable us not simply to take remedial action. It may in 

fact lead us to creating entirely new systems, or 

feedback loops in which we start to generate 

alternative options, possibilities and positive impact. 

In viewing housing as a systemic problem, we create 

a mindset shift. If we better understand the 

complexity, we can deploy our resources to build 

change and momentum, targeting areas of the system 

with skill and intent.   

 

To begin systems thinking, you of course need to 

understand the process, but in my experience, not be 

too rigid in your approach to the journey.  

 

There are four guiding principles in systems thinking:    

Seek health (not mission accomplished) 

See patterns (not just problems) 

Plan to adapt (not stay the course) 

Unlock change 

Systems thinking is a discipline in which you should 

deploy the lenses of many to map and understand the 

relationships and causality within a defined system. 

These, often, when applied to wicked social issues are 

complex relational maps which demonstrate the flow 

and interconnectivity of the system.  

 

Like many disciplines there are different opinions and 

approaches, but I hope to distil enough of these 

thoughts into actionable process’ in which you can 

undertake further additional reading and most 

importantly, your own explorations.  

 

It is also important to point out what it is not. Systems 

thinking is not; mapping a system as an outcome but 

as an output. It may be a part of the journey but is not 

the result. Neither is systems thinking gaining an 

understanding of organisational processes and then 

working around them.  

 

As you begin to map, remember to start small, building 

to big. If you think about a learner swimmer, they start 

off in a smaller pool to figure out what they are doing 

before diving into the ocean, but just because you are 
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in a pool doesn’t mean you don’t know that the ocean 

exists.  

 

The next important element to mapping your system 

is to understand the stock and flow of a system. The 

stock are the elements within a system; such as people, 

property, money etc. The flow is the feedback between 

the stock, such as how money flows through the 

economy. The commonly used ‘Bathtub analogy’ 

describes this. If you think about a bath, the bathtub is 

a stock that water flows through. The tap and the plug 

control the rate of flow through the bathtub. The 

reason it’s important to think about the flow and rate 

is to understand their behaviour and impact within a 

system.  

 

The most important element of systems thinking, is 

not to do it in isolation, the more you are able to 

connect with others to gain a shared understanding of 

the system the greater your insights and ability to 

influence will be.   

Travelling Observations 
 

Waag, Amsterdam  
 

Waag adhere to the maker manifesto of 

Make: (makezine) ‘if you can’t open it, you don’t 

own it’. When Marleen, who founded Waag was 

around 17, Amsterdam was almost empty, with 

squatting and a lack of employment opportunities all 

that remained for her generation. To challenge the 

system, they realised that it was not about a 

revolution against their fathers like in the sixties. 

Marleen’s generation as she described it understood 

that they were charged with creating their own 

reality.   

Formed as a Foundation, to be a part of market 

activity but not privately owned, Waag officially 

opened in 1996 in what was at the time a dark area of 

the city. They explore the internet as a tool for 

activism, investigating the emerging platform and gig 

economies, for example Uber and Air BnB, and look 

to alternatives under the commons. In collaboration 

with grassroots initiatives and institutional partners 

across Europe, Waag act as a middle ground working 

with emergent technologies and addressing its 

fellow citizens from a position of equality and 

collaboration.  

Marleen has seen many positive changes in the city 

over the years, driven by entrepreneurial artists and 

activists. The municipality also helped further 

development through a formal policy instrument; 

The ‘Breeding Ground Social Policy’ which is enacted 

by a group of civil servants. They identify empty 

places across the city which need to have temporary 

occupation, a goal or purpose. Identifying local needs 

and matching artists and entrepreneurs with the 

spaces they need to operate or grow. There are now 

hundreds of breeding places which are partly 

subsidised for a period until they can become 

financially independent and sustainable. There has 

been some critique of appropriation by the city 

which can give rise to a feeling of enacting the cities 

agenda. However, the people running the programme 

are former squatters who help to find a balance, 

giving the work legitimacy and are utilising more 

creative business models to support possibilities 

from rental to ownership.   

The Commons 

An important role of civil society in tackling 

contemporary social issues was to hack economics. 

“We have to reveal that current economic models are obsolete, 

however we are still teaching them, which tells us a lot about 

who we are, that we are competitors, who will always look for 
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the lowest price.” “The whole narrative is about competing to 

survive. We need to build a new narrative, which is a much 

older truth in that we survive when we cooperate.” 

Waag work in the protection of the commons. 

Commons are shared resources that belong to all, 

such as nature; water, air, oceans and wildlife; and 

shared public creations such as public space, 

scientific research and should be actively managed 

and protected for the good of all. The commons 

movement is a growing social and political 

movement that believes that the commons is a 

critical component of our economy which acts a 

countervailing force to keep market excesses in 

check. Our culture of commercialisation means that 

movements like the commons and the maker 

movement are appropriating technology to rearrange 

power.   

 

 

 

 

 

Examples have been seen recently where a private 

corporation’s business model can be vulnerable to 

manipulation and misappropriation. The answer is 

in opening technology and spaces, models like open 

source, open hardware and open data, allow for the 

free flow of information for community benefit. 

Amsterdam became iCapital based on bottom up 

innovation, and a more holistic, inclusive and 

collaborative ‘Amsterdam Approach’. Marleen 

reflected on her partnership with the city being 

much more like working with colleagues. Such is the 

mutual trust that Amsterdam asked Marleen to 

represent them at an event even though they know 

she can, and will, push the boundaries further than 

they could.   

Commons Lab  

Waag is establishing the commons lab to bring 

together foundations, social investment funds, and 

the municipality, to explore the commons and 

economic system to look at alternatives. They are 

exploring the transition from our current economic 

model; in which they are waiting for a collapse, or 

partial collapse; and can see on the horizon that this 

could be either a smoother transition or like falling 

off a cliff. 

Systemic Change 

To achieve systems change we need to ask ourselves; 

What are the values we believe we are built on, that 

drive us? If you build your society on no trust, as we 

have done over the last centuries you’ll end up with 

the new system based on the values of competition. 

The result will be that you will rebuild the system we 

already have. Systemic change starts with the notion; 

you need to start to work on it, even when you don’t 

have proof.  

 

Key Learning from Waag 

 

• Important to understand power and 

economics in the context of social 

innovation  

• A need to change the narrative on 

competition over collaboration  

• Creative industry and artistic license 

provide fertile ground for community 

benefit  

• Overreliance on ‘for profit’ can risk 

manipulation and misappropriation 

• Social policy ‘The Breeding Ground’ 

had a strong positive influence 
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TSI Foundation, Rotterdam 
 

Tony van Acquoy, the founder of TSI Foundation 

describes thriving entrepreneurship and innovation 

in the Netherlands as contributing to and 

transforming knowledge internationally. Identified 

in a country report (European Commission, 2014), 

social entrepreneurs in the Netherlands are working 

predominantly in biosystems and clean technology.  

Daan Roosegaarde, for example, as an artist and 

creative thinker, developed the Dream Factory in 

Rotterdam. Creating innovations such as the Smog 

Free Project, the largest outdoor air purifier which 

turns pollution into jewellery.   

Systems thinking underpins TSI’s approach to their 

work in communities. However, I see similar 

challenges in operating in an outcome focussed 

environment for social innovation organisations. 

Despite supportive infrastructure and stakeholder 

organisations, a lack of understanding for systems 

thinking drives an emphasis on goal setting for 

funding organisations. The approach of network and 

capacity building is supporting organisations to 

become more innovative in their approach to 

funding.   

Tony described how many social entrepreneurs 

operate in the Blue economy in Rotterdam. The Blue 

economy being, to transform society from scarcity to 

abundance, by using what is locally available and 

tackling environmental issues. Innovation in the 

space is scaling the sector rapidly. The examples of 

innovation show a strong emphasis on commercial 

viability for continued social impact, be that a 

restaurant which celebrates and supports refugees, 

and Blue City as explored later in the paper.  

TSI is based in Rotterdam and Groningen and 

improves city making in collaboration with the 

administration and social entrepreneurs. Tackling 

challenges at a neighbourhood and city level.  

Building an evidence base and acting as a banner for 

social entrepreneurs and the neighbourhoods they 

are working in.   

As with areas in the UK there is a high risk of 

gentrification in Rotterdam. As recently two years 

ago areas in the city which were affordable for people 

living there now find themselves completely priced 

out. Once areas are earmarked for redevelopment 

existing communities start being displaced.  TSI is 

working to counter this by creating participatory 

processes which empower, build capacity and 

knowledge in local people to inform decisions that 

are being made. They are also working to build the 

next economies, positioning younger people to have 

a chance to inform their learning, encouraging the 

maker movement and the blue economy.  

 
 

 

 

Key Learning from TSI 

• Purposeful application of systems 

thinking in placemaking 

• Building capacity in communities to 

adopt new maker movements for future-

proofing 

• High levels of blue economy 

entrepreneurship 

• Systems change is challenging to gain 

financial support for due to the nature of 

working toward longer term social goals 
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Riekerhavn Startblok, Amsterdam  
 

What happens when you put young people in charge 

of housing?  

Startblok is situated in the outskirts of Amsterdam. 

A series of four identical low-level buildings, in 

parallel, with green space in between them. Behind 

this rather stark and unassuming exterior however, 

lies some rather forward-thinking work. Not a 

‘worker’ in sight, as we might come to expect in the 

UK, what makes Startblok forward thinking is its 

management.  

Made up of young people aged 18 to 27 years the 

design of Startblok facilitates its young residents to 

connect, flourish and navigate their own journey to 

independence. The community is made up of young 

people from the Netherlands, and refugees who have 

recently become status holders.  

The residents are supported by a buddying system 

which fosters mutual support, peer exchange and 

understanding. By anyone’s standards Startblok is a 

large project, supporting up to 670 young people.   

Established by the city of Amsterdam, De Key, a 

housing foundation and Socius, an organisation that 

specialises in supporting housing projects that aim 

to house specific social groups together. Socius were 

appointed to establish the self-organisation concept 

at Startblok.  

 

The project has a six-part manifesto which sets out 

its aims and aspirations as a community:   

 You live in a community with young people of diverse 

backgrounds and share the same goal: make a great start in 

Amsterdam 

You always keep an eye on each other to feel safe 

within the community 

You get to know one another, becoming buddies and 

building a strong and diverse network 

You inspire each other to develop yourself both 

professionally and personally 

You work together in maintaining the grounds, the 

communal living spaces and outside areas 

You grow and get more experienced as a person in 

order to take the next step 

The social structure is reinforced by a management 

structure made up of residents who are financially 

recognised for their role and contribution. There is a 

regular programme of activities and celebrations 

such as sports activity and cultural events, festivals, 

meals and shared learning.  

It’s important that the community is invited to share 

their culture and heritage with their peers at 

Startblok and it makes for a beautiful and vibrant 

community on the inside.  

However, there is a lesson in the design phase for 

such projects. Startblok is situated in a series of 

buildings which were re-purposed for this use. Due 

to their history the aesthetics of the building cannot 

be changed. The environment evokes some negative 

reactions, particularly from the refugee community 

because of the physical nature of the buildings which 

serve as reminder of their accommodation whilst 

their refugee status was being determined. The 

buildings also limit the residents’ ability to feel 

ownership or creative license over the building. This 

is a lesson that has been better understood in other 

areas such as Copenhagen.     
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BlueCity, Rotterdam 
 

Where we can see more concrete and explicit 

examples of systemic change is in the circular 

economy. Producing, consuming and disposing of 

waste is unsustainable. When you look at planetary 

boundaries (the boundaries beyond which we 

deplete natural resources at an unsustainable rate) 

the circular economy is challenging the narrative 

about resources, waste and the cost of production.  

BlueCity in Rotterdam is located on a former 

swimming park, Tropicana, and offers workspaces 

for social entrepreneurs working in the circular 

economy. It’s a melting pot for ideas, shared passions, 

solutions and thinking. At BlueCity they work with 

what is locally available, assume cooperation instead 

of competition and the generation of income streams 

using the output from one process as input for 

another.  

In 2013 after three years of vacancy the first 

entrepreneur moved into the space, Siemen Cox who 

envisioned BlueCity and Rotterzwam, an urban farm 

for Oyster Mushroom growing. The building was 

obtained using an anti-squat license, in 2014, the city 

of Rotterdam appointed a social participation officer 

who would work with BlueCity to bring about the 

concept. BlueCity now convenes some of the most 

exciting circular economy entrepreneurs in the city. 

Rotterdam now plays host to a series of experiments 

to challenge the confines of our thinking about 

material use, abuse and waste.   

This lab approach to sector innovation demonstrates 

the ability to accelerate the pace of progress bringing 

together a collaborative group of entrepreneurs 

working toward a shared goal.  

 

Denmark 
 

The motto of Danish social housing is ‘We may be 

common, but we are far from ordinary’.  

 

Danish housing is diverse and of high quality, 

although it does present persistent issues in areas of 

older rental stock, and 1960’s multi-storey estates. 

Newer social trends are impacting the housing 

Key Learning from Riekerhavn Startblok 

• Young people are capable of being 

stewards of their own success 

• Bringing together two social groups has 

bridged relationships and learning 

• Thought was given to social and 

management structure, but the physical 

design should also have been considered.  

• The buddying system and housing policy 

reaffirms peer support and 

understanding 

 

Key Learning from BlueCity 

• Purposeful application of systems 

thinking in circular and blue economies by 

social entrepreneurs 

• Repurposing and re-proposing latent 

assets 

• Innovation in economies relative to 

location, space and sustainability 

• Platform building for peers  

• Convenes around co-operation versus 

competition  

• Facilitation of concept by Rotterdam 

municipality to respond to innovation 
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market, for example, the ageing population, splitting 

households, and rising unemployment (in 

comparison to EU average rate).  

However, Denmark is responding to issues relating 

to key housing challenges in a positive manner. Two 

main areas of innovation relate to area renewal, and 

housing for the young and old. Investment in housing 

is closely linked to social projects and priorities (for 

example initiatives to integrate immigrants, 

substance misusers) and ecological strategy 

promoting mixed tenure, service provision and 

energy improvements such as pilot projects in 

Kolding and Aalborg.  

Underpinning Danish housing policy is the strongly 

held belief that housing builds communities, and the 

urban environment requires social cohesion to 

succeed, and promotes cohesion when It does.  

 

Copenhagen Municipality 
 

Despite the Municipality owning just 5% of the land, 

Copenhagen is hailed as one of the most liveable 

cities and walking around the city, it’s not hard to see 

why. Copenhagen’s liveability is by design not 

default. On the surface, the streets are clean, largely 

well kept, the street scape is diverse and the built-in 

play areas as part of the street furniture are appealing 

for young and old. 

The green wave of the transport system favours the 

cities ardent cyclists who take advantage of the 

impressive cycling infrastructure and regular city-

wide consultations inform policy on urban renewal 

and transport.  

Denmark has some of the most stringent building 

code and the city boasts several prolific architectural 

firms who are world renowned for their focus on 

excellence in design, energy efficiency and focussing 

on life in between buildings.  

Much of the housing stock is accessible to the elderly 

and people with disabilities because housing has 

been built by leading architects with a view that 

housing should shape a good life.  

Danish social housing is built on three pillars:  

1. Non-Profit 

2. Tenant Democracy  

3. Financial Model 

The rent covers operating and maintenance costs, 

capital expenditure, tax and duties. This is known as 

the rental balance principle and income and 

expenditure must balance out.  

The structure of tenant democracy enables every 

social housing tenant to vote on their individual 

housing estates and the sector, majority rules.  

The state and municipality support the construction 

of social housing but does not contribute towards 

the running costs. The municipality provides 10 

percent in the form of a loan, and the residents 

provide 2 percent as a deposit when moving in. The 

remaining 88 percent of the total construction costs 

are financed by a normal mortgage loan at market 

terms. Renovations and development are financed 

through the National Building Fund which acts as a 

savings fund for the entire housing sector. The 

savings happen when the mortgage is paid off. 

Instead of decreasing the rent with the amount used 

to pay off the mortgage, this amount contributes to 

the saving. Two thirds of the amount are paid to the 

National Building Fund and one third is paid into a 

local fund, the local disposition fund which supports 

minor initiatives in localities. Areas which are 

experiencing challenges can access the local 

disposition fund to invest in projects which focus on 

areas that parliament has identified as priorities such 
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as employment, young people, health and tenant 

activities.  

The fund is closed and ensures that future renovation 

costs are covered at the start-up phase. As the social 

housing system is regulated by law and financed by 

the tenants in 2010 the Danish Parliament decided to 

raise the funds investment limit to increase funds for 

extensive renovations. This had a positive effect in 

society, increasing employment and keeping the 

Danish construction industry afloat during the 

economic and financial crisis.  

In Denmark, social housing is not stigmatised as in 

the UK. Over 1m people live in social housing in 

Denmark which makes up about 20 percent of 

housing stock, in comparison the UK which is 17 

percent, 4m households.  

Societal development is the term Danish social 

housing uses to describe its contributions to Danish 

welfare which goes beyond the legal obligation.  

Social Workers are assigned to each area, not just 

those that might be deemed ‘problem areas’. Societal 

responsibility is taken seriously, and preventative 

measures are an important way of avoiding future 

issues. Opportunities for young people have been 

highlighted as a concern and so the social housing 

sector and Danish Construction Association (DCA) 

agreed to find apprenticeships and vocational 

training for young people on social housing projects. 

They have developed a step by step guide for 

developers, local schools and companies and have 

seen the proportion of apprentices employed 

increase to 12 percent which is up on the DCA’s 

estimated 5-10 percent.  

They are also focussing on encouraging socio-

economic start-ups to improve longer term prospects 

for local resident’s, looking to retain jobs and keep 

local shops in business.   

In Valby, the pocket money project, run by the local 

social worker offers pocket money to local young 

people for undertaking small projects in the local 

area. They paint fences, plant raised beds and studies 

have shown that the pocket money jobs have led to 

further education and long-term employment.   

Good housing in Denmark is seen as a pre-requisite 

of a good and healthy life, so despite owning just a 

small percentage of the cities land, the Municipality 

deploys its responsibility to ensure high design value 

with care, diligence and without compromise.  

 

Aalborg Municipality  
 

Aalborg is a city in the Jutland region of Denmark, 

with a population of 210,000. Inspired by the Rio 

Earth summits local Agenda 21 plan Aalborg became 

host to the first European Conference on Sustainable 

Cities and Towns developing the Aalborg Charter in 

1994.  

I met with the Centre for Green Transition, a centre 

of excellence within Aalborg Municipality to find 

out what impact the Aalborg commitments had had 

on the way the city views sustainable development, 

the role of social entrepreneurs and housing. Social 

entrepreneurship is still nascent in Aalborg, at least 

from the cities perspective. There is however 

significant progress and commitment to a green 

transition, the result of Danish Legislation that the 

local municipality are required to draw up a plan in 

response to Agenda 21 which is developed every four 

years alongside the cities development plan.  

In November 2016 Aalborg developed a new 

sustainability strategy which built upon previous 

versions with added emphasis on people and the 

business community. Previous iterations were very 

focussed on ‘classical’ green issues such as the 

environment and nature. Bringing people more into 
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focus, the new strategy aims to increase 

understanding and participation. One of the drivers 

for this change is a belief that engaging in activity or 

supporting the green transition was also good for 

health and wellbeing. The plan has 80 strategic areas 

in which concrete measures have been identified to 

understand, quantify and evidence progress.  

Launched in 2015 by Aalborg Municipality is the 

Green Agent programme. To make it easier for 

citizens to become involved in the green transition, 

there is a network of green agents who can be 

contacted to find out about energy saving methods, 

waste management, shared urban gardens, the 

circular and shared economy.  

The municipality are now participating in the 

commitments from the adoption in April 2016 of the 

Basque declaration (which sets out the pathways for 

cities and towns to create productive and sustainable 

cities). Helping to draw examples of transformative 

actions to encourage other cities to participate in the 

green energy transition.  

In Aalborg East lies Kildeparken, which has a fitness 

centre in a health complex situated in a social 

housing area. The complex houses general 

practitioners, a dermatologist, a café and a pharmacy. 

It attracts people from within the social housing and 

further afield. It gives people from the local 

community somewhere to come together around 

healthy activities and is seeing many positive 

benefits for residents and visitors.   

The approach of Aalborg municipality and the Green 

Energy Transition is premised on cross municipal 

participation and co-operation with international 

agencies and cities. This is one of their biggest 

challenges, which will prove to be their biggest asset. 

There is a strong commitment to see sustainability 

threaded across the municipality, evidenced in 

departmental strategies and work. The strength of 

EU support for the sustainable cities agenda meant 

that political and municipal leadership witnessed 

international citing for their progress which 

reinforced commitment and fortitude.  

The lessons in Aalborg are neatly abridged in this 

quote: 

‘Key management capability is not being in control but 

participating and influencing the formation of sense 

making and meaning. It is about creating a context that 

enables connectedness, interaction and trust between 

people’ (Kilpi, 2017)  

 

Germany  
 

Housing policy in Germany is complex due to the 

reunification of East and West Germany in 1990. For 

the East, a key aim of federal housing policy has been 

to integrate into the legal, policy and market 

Key Learning from Denmark 

• Cross-departmental mandate ensuring 

collective impact  

• Design influences the way people use 

space; design for young and old 

• Small actions can lead to sustainable 

change using evidence to prove 

methodologies  

• Denmark’s housing policy: three pillars 

have led to a positive social housing sector 

(non-profit/ tenant democracy/ federated 

financial model) 

• Ties with European counterparts led to 

reinforced commitment to international 

sustainable development goals. 
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framework in the West. On the other, the influx of 

migrants from the East and beyond, due to the 

collapse of communism, has put pressure on the 

housing market.   

Despite a rising demand for ownership in Germany, 

levels remain comparatively low when compared to 

other EU countries.  A dominant philosophy in 

German economic policy has been to promote soziale 

Marktwitschaft or a 'socially responsible market 

economy’. In housing this policy has underpinned 

support for both ownership and private renting.  

Freiburg Municipality  
 

As a well-regarded exemplar of sustainable 

development, I was interested to see what impact the 

attractiveness of their success had on the local 

market, and how the municipality were responding.  

Freiburg has two prolific developments; Vauban and 

Rieselfeld which developed a large-scale influx of 

diverse and high-quality housing. The municipality 

is committed to going above and beyond planning 

law to develop mixed use and sustainable residential 

areas. The provision of schools, units for local 

business and excellent public transport systems, 

combined with a strong emphasis on walkable 

neighbourhoods has created vibrant communities.  

However, the legacy of success is often an increase in 

market prices.  

Residents and the municipality cited that whilst the 

development of areas such as Vauban and Rieselfeld 

appeased market demands at the time, because of the 

attractiveness of Freiburg, being a University city 

and having such recognised green credentials the 

market was now again suffering from issues of 

supply and affordability.   

Given the exemplary sustainable developments 

Frieburg is famed for, my expectations were that the 

municipality would be an example of an agile and 

responsive local authority which worked across the 

piece in collaboration. My assumptions proved naive. 

There is a clear hierarchical structure in the 

municipality.  This has some drawbacks in the ease 

in which cross municipal collaboration and 

communication between departments can be 

achieved but also many welcomed benefits. The 

municipality invest in evidenced based solutions to 

social problems. When tackling a problem like 

housing, they work with the community to 

understand the needs, identify solutions and propose 

evidenced based solutions. Due to this pre-work, 

regardless of the changes in management or political 

control, initiatives are implemented based on the 

evidence. The hierarchy and planning approach was 

working well against short-termism, with a downfall 

being its ability to respond quickly to issues as they 

arise.  

From the community members perspectives there 

were many benefits to the design of developments, 

particularly Vauban (Cannon, 2016) which offered 

easy transport into the city via a regular metro with 

most of the development being pedestrianised.  

Vauban also offers numerous local stores for 

shopping, great access to green space through parks 

and the green corridors and is a mixed development. 

With live and work spaces as well as groups of 

Baugruppen a cross section of the community are 

served. There is a recognised impact that the appeal 

of the neighbourhoods was having on prices in the 

city and that they were now in a similar position as a 

city to when the Vauban and Rieselfeld 

developments were first initiated.  

I also met with ICLEI, a global network working 

with local governments for sustainability based in 

the city.  ICLEI recognised many benefits in Freiburg 

in Sustainable Development, investing in green 

initiatives and working with communities to identify 

needs. However, there was also some recognition 
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that there was more work to be done. Despite a 

planned new additional development in the pipeline 

alongside Reiselfeld, in the long run it runs the risk 

of being an unsustainable solution, repeating the 

cycle as has been seen in Vauban and Rieselfeld. 

ICLEI works with a network of city Majors to share 

solutions and best practice, so it is hoped that this 

more network and collaborative approach to city 

making will support the speed at which new 

solutions can be adopted and adapted elsewhere.  

Conclusion:  
 

Key Learning in placemaking from 
Municipalities  
 

My learning from the municipalities is summarised 

as follows:   

Structure isn’t as important as investing in long term 

solutions, as seen across all four municipalities I 

visited. Whether formal and hierarchical or blurring 

the boundaries between departments and strategic 

responsibility, the use of evidenced based solutions 

enables a long-term commitment to goals which 

bypasses political whims and management agendas.  

Legitimacy has been established in different ways in 

each of the authorities I visited. In Copenhagen and 

Freiburg, the agendas were driven from a municipal 

level, with citizens quickly seeing the benefits and 

being invited and welcomed with their contributions 

and solutions. In Amsterdam, the understanding of 

the artistic and activist culture meant that for a social 

policy to be accepted and successful, it needed the 

right people to enact it who were not ‘traditional’ 

civil servants.  

Building Hjem: Building Homes: The Danish social 

housing model is an exemplar in many aspects: The 

lack of stigmatisation due to the high design value, 

‘ownership’ and investment allows for residents to 

have control and a say in how their home is managed. 

The design aspects ensure liveability and promote 

access and an active lifestyle.  

The planning process is highly collaborative, and the 

authority will not negotiate on social housing 

aspects and demand a high level of placemaking and 

investment in community facilities in both private 

and public development.  

The federated housing fund offers finance which can 

continue to be invested both locally, and to target 

specific social issues or neighbourhoods.  

 

Home Principles: Underpinning 
principles for homes and innovation 
 

Using both my key learning from the municipalities, 

and the examples of social innovation I have visited, 

I have developed a set of principles which I believe 

should underpin a system thinking approach to 

housing.  

Key Learning from Freiburg 

• Planning for the long-term using 

evidenced based approaches 

• Success of sustainable development 

lead to popularity and affordability 

issues 

• Repeating developments will continue 

to increase urban sprawl. 

• Without a blanket federal policy, areas 

which excel such as Freiburg will 

suffer because of their own success.  
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The importance of applying systems thinking, 

combined with the home principles is to mitigate the 

patterns we see in the legacy of success. Often 

success is leading to attractive yet increasingly 

unaffordable communities, towns and cities.  

 

Practice open architecture: As I have learnt from 

Waag in their motto ‘if you can’t open it, you don’t own 

it’ and Aalborg Municipality in their cross municipal, 

transnational working. It is important to create spaces, 

places and processes that are open, accessible and 

shared. Therefore easy to understand and question.   

 

Build capacity: From Aalborg and TSI, the emphasis 

from the organisations is to leverage and align 

knowledge. Startblok’s social and management 

structure strengthens its resident’s capacity to grow 

and both Waag and Copenhagen Municipality use 

their position to grow and strengthen people and 

organisations capacity to innovate and influence.  

 

Increase participation and network connectivity: In 

TSI and Waag there is a high level of focus on creating 

genuine invitations for dialogue and connections. In 

Startblok, they engender integration in their space and 

Freiburg has evidenced the impact of enabling 

communities to create and develop homes and 

welcoming places.  

 

Create an opportunity-rich environment: 

Riekerhavn Startblok is built on the belief that 

despite different backgrounds, the young people in 

Starblok all have a similar future. Denmark also 

recognise the strong role our homes have on our 

health, wellbeing and social mobility. They 

understand that diversity and inclusion create an 

opportunity-rich environment.  

Promote access over ownership: Finding ways to 

give people a stake in the process, outcome, or material 

good at every opportunity as in Startblok and Waag is 

important. Equally so, is not to build the rhetoric that 

progress equals physical ownership. Achieved in 

Germany and Denmark are the understanding that we 

don’t have to achieve physical ownership of a house to 

have a sense of ownership over our home.    

 

Chart the course: The use of the commons, shared 

learning and collaboration which underpin Waag, TSI 

and BlueCity demonstrate a pressing urgency to tackle 

issues of sustainability and future-proofing 

communities.  They advocate for action now, charting 

the course, but not sticking to rigidly to it. In Aalborg, 

they practice sharing their transformative actions and 

their challenges to build the evidence to help others 

follow their path.  

 

These principles should underpin our work with 

communities and in housing. To leave out the ideas, 

voice and solutions held in the communities in which 

we work, is to build in dysfunction.  

 

Applying learning in a UK context: using 

Systems Thinking in housing 

 

The journey began over two years ago. Upon 

publishing the Square Peg in a Round Hole report 

and beginning this Fellowship I identified an impact 

gap. I noticed an opportunity for social 

entrepreneurs to apply their entrepreneurial talents 

in the field of housing to contribute to more resilient 

communities. Resilient communities should enable 

people, families and communities to positively 

respond to the externalities of life, and beyond that, 
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to contribute to civic society, to be encouraged and 

have agency to do so.   

I created the programme, not to say social 

entrepreneurs haven’t been tackling issues around 

housing for some time, but because many were 

responsive to the market, and undoubtedly working 

in isolation. There was no specialist support or 

shared network for the breadth and depth of ideas 

that through UnLtd I wanted to uncover and support 

to fruition, given my understanding the complexity 

of the housing market. It was an experiment, to test 

how to surface and support people with radical and 

ambitious ideas, and to understand the unique 

challenges to social entrepreneurs operating in this 

space.  

On behalf of UnLtd I created a programme of support 

based on peer to peer and experiential learning. 

Working with industry partners and supporters 

such as Boris Worrall from Rooftop Housing, Leeds 

LILAC Cohousing, The Cabinet Office, id22: The 

Institute for Creative Sustainability in Berlin and 

others who are demonstrating a commitment to new 

and collaborative models of housing.  

“What I hear, I forget, What I see, I remember, What I do, 

I understand” Confucius  

In March 2016 I began working with this group of 

quite remarkable entrepreneurs, with ideas to 

innovate across the sector. These social 

entrepreneurs are working in areas such as:   

Yorspace and Chapeltown Cohousing; Building 

homes using models of mutual home ownership and 

cohousing, financing through crowdfunding and 

social finance 

The Holding project and  Start Again CIC; 

Experimenting with new models of housing to 

support social mobility 

Reach Homes; Using renewable technology and 

build materials for energy performance and building 

supply opportunities for social entrepreneurs and 

SMEs.  

DemoDev,  Open Systems Lab and Black Country 

Make; Developing models of disruptive technologies, 

digital manufacturing process, land mapping and 

strengthening local economies;  

Social entrepreneurs are not lacking in ideas and 

innovations in this field.  

Throughout the two years it’s been exciting to see 

the social entrepreneurs develop, their confidence 

build, their networks expand and in turn, see the 

success of their ventures but there was clearly 

something missing. Despite the network, their 

progress and the value of the connections between 

them the group recognised familiar struggles and 

became frustrated with the systemic issues that were 

barriers to progress.  It became clear that there was 

energy to do more, to think beyond the boundaries of 

their own work to explore how the group could 

work together to achieve more which born the 

Future of Housing systems group.  

Future of Housing  

 

To bring together the energy and commitment from 

social entrepreneurs to do more, and my learning 

from the Fellowship, I asked myself a few questions: 

1. If we rebuilt the housing system, would in 

fact there be a marketplace at all?  

2. Where might we apply learning from other 

countries and industries?   

3. What policies might we apply (such as Basic 

Income) in the context of housing to 

radically distort our thinking and create new 

possibilities?  

4. How do you create a stable platform beyond 

which people can build their life and 

aspirations?    

http://yorspace.org/
http://chapeltowncohousing.org.uk/
https://www.theholdingproject.co.uk/
http://www.start-again.co.uk/
https://www.reachhomes.org/
http://www.demodev.org/
https://wikihouse.cc/
http://www.blackcountrymake.it/
http://www.blackcountrymake.it/
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The Future of Housing started with an invitation. 

We asked for people interested in applying a 

system’s thinking approach, to create a more 

equitable housing system. We started the process by 

openly convening, seeking individuals from within 

and beyond the housing system. Sending an open 

invitation throughout our networks and seeing who 

turned up. Ideally you hope for a group who are 

diverse (in sector, as well as socially) and influential. 

Remembering whoever turns up are the right people 

at the right time (you can read up on how Open 

Space Technology works for context behind this).  

I have set out my approach so far, so that you might 

use it to chart and develop your own although, I must 

first point out that this is early days in an ongoing 

process to apply the learning from my Fellowship. So 

as much as you might learn from our work so far, 

better that there is a chance still to get involved and 

contribute to it.   

A reminder of the systems thinking principles:  

Seek Health 

See Patterns 

Plan to adapt 

Unlock Change 

 

No matter where you reside in the housing system, if 

you are looking to make positive changes to housing 

I highly recommend you apply systems thinking. 

Adopting a new lens to look to the 

interconnectedness and complexity of the   housing 

system, to appreciate the scope of the challenge and 

connect with collaborators to challenge the status 

quo.  

 

In mapping systems and attempting to grapple with 

them, we are trying to understand the process by 

which housing inequality is constructed and 

therefore can be deconstructed. During our first 

session the Future of Housing group spent some time 

exploring a physical version of the digital systems 

map created by Andy Reeve to extend it, discuss 

relationships, driving factors and causes and then 

started to unpack group priorities and drivers.  

 

 

Our initial focus has been to re-clarify our overall 

objectives as a collective. Identifying our guiding star 

and near stars which will keep us on course. We can 

identify gaps in group knowledge to invite in others 

to join us. We will then start to form smaller sub 

groups to focus in on our work. Keeping the group 

agile, productive and connected to our guiding star 

throughout.  

Collective Impact Lab 
 

Having worked in housing and social 

entrepreneurship for 15 years; travelling, visiting and 

interviewing representatives from social projects and 

municipalities across Europe has broadened my 

understanding. There is a fundamental role of leaders 

in driving social innovation and new models of 

housing.   

https://kumu.io/andyreevo/housing-system
https://kumu.io/andyreevo/housing-system
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I have learnt from this Fellowship the richness in 

understanding and transformation in leadership where 

it is convened around a diversity of thinking, systems 

approach and planning for the long term. We need to 

move forward by planning not to leave people behind. 

I returned to implement the learning in the UK 

through Building Futures and latterly the Future of 

Housing alongside industry partners, chief executives, 

systems thinkers and community housing groups. I 

have concluded that in addition to the adoption of 

systems thinking and the underpinning principles 

there is still an impact gap in housing.  Although 

networks, regulation and policies in housing are 

improving; Community Led Housing, Private Rented 

Sector (PRS), Registered Social Landlords, Private 

Sector etc. the sub-categorisation of current siloed 

working prevents a systems approach.  

My final recommendation is therefore to applying 

systems thinking in the form of a social lab whose 

mandate is to tackle housing inequality across the 

piece.  

I propose the development of a lab which follows a 

Collective Impact Model as a UK based platform for 

innovation, collaboration and idea development. The 

impact lab should provide backbone support and 

leadership, investing in the infrastructure required to 

achieve equity in housing.  

The Collective Impact Model originates in America, 

first sited by John Kania and Mark Kramer of the 

Stanford Social Innovation Review (Stanford Social 

Innovation Review (SSIR), 2011) and the concept sees 

a group of organisations tackle social problems on a 

large scale through co-ordinated efforts.  

The backbone organisation holds to task six key 

responsibilities in driving the group toward collective 

impact:  

Guide Vision and Strategy 

Building a more equitable housing system 

aligned to the Danish Social Housing model and 

design principles. Communicated via a shared 

manifesto  

Applying a system’s thinking approach to 

align knowledge, understanding and shared 

ownership  

Engaging those from across the sector, the 

business community, health and further afield to 

increase adoption, impact and learning.  

 

Support Aligned Activity 

Providing space and structure for aligning 

goals and activity  

Support activity applying the Home 

Principles to underpin our work (Home Principles: 

Underpinning principles for homes and innovation)  

Recording and sharing the lab process’ for 

others to follow 

 

Establish Shared Measurement Practices 

Developing an agreed shared measurement 

system to track progress against goals  

Connecting conversations and good practice 

across the network  

Developing shared standards of practice for 

innovation and homes.  
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Build Public Will 

Developing an exciting and engaging 

campaign for new models of housing, challenging 

current rhetoric 

Creating opportunities for understanding 

and learning remembering that ‘seeing is believing’  

Practising doing over saying 

Advance Policy 

Contribute to policy development using the 

labs collective intelligence and shared mission 

 Sharing lessons openly and inviting others to 

join us in the learning and doing  

 

Mobilising Funding 

Collaborating to form a housing fund based 

on the Danish model working with a national bank 

to support the mortgaging element focussing on 

community led developments  

Investing in new solutions to housing based 

on the Building Futures model of peer to peer and 

networked support 

 

The Future of Housing systems change group could 

convene through the Impact Lab as a means of 

identifying pressing issues relevant to housing and 

building collaborative responses. Partnerships to 

achieve sustained impact and progress in building an 

equitable housing system will result in synergistic 

interventions that the lab, with backing, can support 

to fruition.  

 

Unlocking Finance 

Key lessons for the UK in unlocking new models of 

housing, driving innovation and systems change lie 

in our models of financial support for social 

entrepreneurs. We move entrepreneurs through 

stages of funding, each unlocking the next more 

elusive, competitive and complex model similarly 

moving from grant to debt. Ironic I think that the 

better you do at creating impact and revenue, the 

more we want a return for that social benefit.    

Systems entrepreneurs struggle to operate like a 

start-up and they can’t work alone. Working in 

teams with supplementary skills, expertise and 

experience benefits a systems entrepreneur. 

Similarly, trusting in our ability to spot potential, 

having a blend of financial and non-financial support, 

and limiting the burden of time and projected 

outcomes enables the entrepreneurs to work on 

what’s needed- where you create change in the 

system.  

The programme ‘The Big Life Fix’ is a good example 

of how you could support and structure systems 

entrepreneurship. You support bringing together a 

small team of collaborators with contrasting skills, 

give them a stipend to enable participation and set 

them to task in tackling a systemic problem.   

There is a gap in agile and blended financing and 

support for systems entrepreneurs in which we 

cannot afford to wait two years for the social 

investment sector to fix.  
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‘..you will always get what you always got’  

(Albert Einstein)  
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