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WHAT is the Social Innovation Lab? 
Purpose:  
To bring changemakers together to gather new thinking, tools and 
connections to advance our work  
Guiding Question: How do we connect across differences, 
collaborate between innovative projects, and learn from each other 
to create more sustainable, inclusive and generative communities?   
WHAT was the focus of the Sept. 12th Lab? 
 Introduction to the power of networks and building more 

effective networks by exploring the network maps of 35 social innovation projects. The format consisted 
of a World Café style discussion (three rounds of conversations with different people/projects) after a 
presentation on network weaving.  

WHAT were the desired results? 
 Participants leave with a better appreciation & understanding of how a network approach can move 

social innovation forward 
 Participants leave energized and able to apply network weaving to a project they are working on   
 Participants leave with at least one new or renewed relationship/connection that inspires them 

 
ATTENDEES: Approximately 200 people participated in the lab, with 70 
project hosts attending. Attendees came from all sectors and at all stages of 
their social innovations. A sample of the range was from a Corporate Giving 
Garden to organizing a Little Africa business district to the Minnesota 
Haitian Diaspora Forum. (See list of projects and their descriptions at 
http://www.incommons.org/lab.)  
 

LEARNING: (Watch the full presentation, see the slideshow presentation and download instructions for 
making your own network map at http://www.incommons.org/lab.) 
Presentation Points:  
 Network weaving is about intentionally strengthening and increasing our connections within and 

between social innovation projects in order to create a strong, inclusive community and society. A 
network weaving approach develops strong social fabric by making local connections with a view 
towards serving everyone. 

 Definitions of basic network terminology: nodes = smallest unit of a network, which might be an 
individual person or organization in a project network or a television station in a television network; link 
= a connection between does;  hubs = nodes with more links than others nodes; clusters = a few hubs 
that connect a larger group of nodes; network core = in a project network these are the people working 
closely and regularly on the project; network periphery = those people/organizations that are connected 
but are not as actively involved as the core; potential network = those people/organizations that are not 
currently part of our network who have potential to add diversity, new insight or resources to the 
project. 

 Networks come in different structures including centralized, decentralized and dispersed networks, 
each with its own pros and cons. To demonstrate the universal characteristics of networks many 
examples were shared including from electrical power grids, an Antarctic sea food web, and a local 



community garden project.  
 You build stronger and more effective networks for innovation by intentionally linking nodes in your 

periphery or potential network to your core. 
 Breakthrough innovation happens when we work across divisions in networks, especially in bridging 

divides of race, age, sector and class. Creativity arises at intersections of differences. 
 Diversity is important to keeping networks healthy and innovative. 
 A healthy network for a project has a strong core (the denser group of connections at the center) and a 

strong periphery as well. This means there is a strong, diverse, group of people working on the core of 
the project and there are also people who are interested in the project but don’t work on it every day. 

 Having a strong periphery is important. The periphery is where you’ll find people with new ideas, 
insights and resources. If your network core consists of ten people working on the project, a different 
perspective can come from your periphery or someone else you don’t know at all linked to your 
periphery. A strong periphery helps keep the project fresh. 

 The pattern of connection influences the likelihood of collaboration and innovation. 
 Self-organizing networks require experimentation. 
 The quality of relationship dictates how networks will operate. 
 When we pay attention to how the part fits in with the whole, we can have the most effective and 

benign impact. 
 
OUTCOMES: (The following summary is drawn from survey responses.) 
 Energized and motivated to work on own projects. Also inspiring to see what is happening in MN and 

the work people are doing to improve our society. 
 New ideas, resources and contacts – personally and for projects. 
 Network mapping tool very helpful. Thinking about the value of a meaningful network and being 

intentional about the how diverse, or not, it is and how it relates to sustainability.  
 Some quotes referenced in the survey, “Similarities bring people together, differences bring about new 

ideas.” “Think like an eco-system.” “Ultimately, there is only one network.” 
 
NEXT STEPS:  
 Project hosts follow-up with anyone interested in learning more or being involved in their projects. 
 Attend the next Social Innovation Lab on Tuesday, December 4, 2012 at http://incommons.org/lab. 
 Social Innovation Lab design and organizing team will collect input and ideas for design of next Lab. 


