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Foreword 

A needed review of methodologies for the design and incubation          

of collaborative platforms 
 
Collaboration, and collaboration supported by digital platforms, does not appear out of the             
blue. It’s the result of an optimal design, and of development and organizational strategies. In               
this regard, the question of how to design and support the development of collaborative              
platform is central for their development. However, the knowledge around such topic still             
remains largely dispersed and unsystematized. What characterises a positive platform?          
Which methodologies of its design are available? Which lab and incubating approaches            
would be more beneficial? To provide a useful resource that systematize the existing             
materials is the main goal of this dossier.  
 
From the perspective of the ”digital myth” of the ​unicorn​, the vast majority of sharing               
economy start-ups dream to be valued at over $1 billion. While the aim and motto of                
platform cooperatives​, ​Commons oriented collaborative economy projects and ​social and          
solidarity economy initiatives which “turn digital” is not only economical impact, but also             
other key aspects: to create community and relationships, to empower distributing value            
and governance, to have fair labor conditions and transparency, to be environmentally            
sustainable, to preserve the Internet environment being based on open commons           
knowledge, contributing to it, among other virtues and emergent needs... But what would be              
the best design tools and development paths for the latter? Are them using the same tools                
and strategies that determine success for “unicorn-like” platforms or are there specific ones? 
 
There is a set of conditions which characterise commons oriented digital platforms that need              
to be taken in consideration when planning and reflecting on their design. First, they usually               
lack the heavy investment of ​business angels​, in comparison to startups which promise to              
early “monetize” (using the Silicon Valley language). On the other hand, when they put their               
social value upfront tend to ​succeed with crowdfunding​, which allows them to deeply engage              
with communities from the start. Second, it is hard for them to find the experience of skilled                 
and talented designers, programmers and managers, which usually work for the corporate            
side of the digital economy. Something that usually puts a limit to the usability maturity of                
commons oriented projects.  
 
In this sense, two important reasons for the success of platforms like ​Uber or ​AirBnb are: On                 
the one hand, excellence in design of ​user experience and sustainability models, usually             
driven by ​design thinking (in times when "software has taken command" in words of ​Lev               
Manovich​). On the other one, the dynamic and strategic incubation of minimum viable             
features. A couple of examples: ​Airbnb succeeded thanks to a radical design thinking             
approach​, while ​engineering teams of the car sharing company BlaBlaCar are devoted to             
Scrum (the ​most popular of the agile software development frameworks, which puts the             
client and the end-user at the center of “incremental features”). 
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In addition, it has to be considered the ability for sharing economy giants to ​process and                
interpret big (closed) data in a context of “hyper-growth”​, or their power to ​hire aggressively               
top researchers from universities for continuous product development (and how that           
represents, again, a difficult possibility for many small-scale organisations and cooperative           
workforces). It also needs to be added to the equation the lack of rigorous academic               
literature about existing methods and strategies for collective design and incubation in the             
sharing economy, and specially oriented to cooperatives and other social and solidarity            
economy actors. 
 
Knowing the different departing conditions of unicorn models and of commons oriented            
platforms is important and useful, in order to adapt the design and the development of the                
latter to its own conditions, but also to identify other possible areas of improvement and               
adoption of design methods, in order to make more elaborate and robust the incubation              
process of common platforms. There’s promising examples in the direction of improving the             
set of tools and methodologies for the design and development of open and civic platforms.               
We can find examples in the ​"responsive" design of Fairmondo​, the solid practices of              
participatory, incremental platform development behind Loomio​, or the care for ​UX           
experience like applied in Goteo​. Recently in Barcelona ​Coopdevs​, a non-profit association            
developing open source tools for communities, made an alliance with ​Holon​, a design coop              
for improving civic software based on design thinking techniques, or Barcelona Activa            
promotes from the City Council the collaborative incubation of new digital projects for social              
and solidarity economies from ​La Comunificadora​. That’s the type of combination of tactical             
knowledges and skills that for example ​Sasha Costanza-Chock promotes for new projects            
out of the ​MIT Collaborative Design Studio​. But how to scale those good practices, adding               
tools and tactics for better design and incubation of co-platforms, is still an early work in                
progress, that apart from scientific and academic research requires continuous exploration           
and dissemination of methodologies, as they evolve and are used. 
 
This report provided by Dimmons aims to be a practical and useful resource in this direction                
of support, to disseminate more rich and optimal tools and methods, as well as incubating               
strategies for the design and development of commons oriented platforms. From the rich             
and detailed perspective of the “practitioners”, we have the pleasure to have commissioned             
it to Simone Cicero, Chiara Agamennone and Eugenio Battaglia, the team behind ​Platform             
Design Toolkit​, and to have contributed, via fruitful and vivid discussions during its             
preparation. We wanted to assure a practitioner perspective and a useful resource as a piece               
of great value for the state of the art on new design and incubation strategies for                
co-platforms. We hope you find it useful!  
 
 
 
 

Mayo Fuster Morell  
Enric Senabre Hidalgo 
Barcelona, 6th November 2016 
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1. Objective of the Report: definition of the scope 
of the research 
 

The objective of this report is to provide a first bird’s eye view on the presence, availability and 

performance of different design frameworks, as well as  incubation strategies and contexts regarding a 

particular class of ​ventures ​- intended as market sustainable businesses. For simplicity we will define these 

ventures as: ​Co-Platforms ​(short ​COP ​in the rest of the document).  

 

The analysis will essentially be focused on incarnations of the ​platform model ​(and the ​collaborative mode 
of production​). This model has been central to the development of recent high growth emerging industries 

defined within the ​Sharing Economy​ , ​Gig-economy, Collaborative Economy ​ context. 

 

We define COP, ventures that are as much aligned as possible with the series of criteria that follow: 

 

1. Use a ​Collaborative mode of Production​: be based on collaborative P2P production, and based on 

open, collaborative and agile methodologies, supported by and / or developed on digital platforms. 

2. Aiming at Social Impact​: areas of activity linked to social challenges 

3. Cooperative Company type​: preferably cooperatives (including those that are contemplating and 

exploring the new modes dubbed "platform cooperativism") 

4. Collaborative Mode of Governance​: preferably accessible models based on participatory 

decision-making mechanisms, contemplating the participation of relatively involved communities 

and users in defining the rules that define the interaction and the management of generated 

resources. 

5. Aiming for Economic impact: ​platforms that aim at generating jobs and/or income for 

participants. 

6. Circular ​: based on the "circularity" of materials or / and aiming at reducing environmental impacts. 

7. Free, Open and Decentralized technology powered​: preferably based on FLOSS and 

decentralized technologies 

8. Nurturing Commons of Knowledge​: Preferably using open content licenses (CC, etc) and open 

data for the information and knowledge they produce. 

9. Inclusive: ​unbiased towards terms of gender and other diversities, minorities  

 

Other secondary interesting criterias follow:  

ǒ Linked with City challenges 

ǒ Replicable, international projection and potential expansion/replication plan 

1.1 Existing definition of Platforms  

Platforms have been defined in different ways: Choudary ​ defines Platforms as ​“business models that allow 
1

multiple sides (producers and consumers) to interact [...] by providing an infrastructure that connects them”​  while 

John Hagel ​ states that Platforms are made of: ​“​ a governance structure ​ [...] that determines who can 
2

1 ​The New Rules of Business in a Networked World​ . (2016). [online] Platform Thinking Blog. Available at: 

http://platformed.info/ ​ Last accessed 18/09/2016 19:41 
2 Hagel, J. (2015) ​The power of platforms​ . Part of the Business Trends series. [online] Deloitte University 

Press. Available at: ​http://dupress.com/articles/platform-strategy-new-level-business-trends​ Last 

accessed: 15/09/2016 15:51  
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participate, what roles they might play, how they might interact and how disputes get resolved” ​ and a ​“​ set of 
protocols or standards​  [...] to facilitate connection, coordination, and collaboration”​ . The recent Global Survey 

on The Rise of the Platform Enterprise defines platform business as ​“medium which lets others connect to it” 
.  3

 

Co-Platforms cannot escape the overall contextualization and role of Platforms since this is dictated not 

only by design choices and needs but also, and more importantly, by a set of changes in digital technologies 

that enabled new modes of production. The ​peer-to-peer​  (P2P)  mode of production, mediated by a 4

centralized - or even distributed - ​platform-business​  is indeed enabled by at least two fundamental 

technological changes: 

ǒ A decreasing ​coordination and transaction ​cost  

ǒ The digitalization of the means of production 

 

Such changes ​made the networked mode of production essentially more capable to produce sound results 

in terms of business sustainability, performance and value produced. 

 

In parallel to this technology shift, the emergence of new paths of service consumption generated a shift in 

user/customer’s expectations: these expectations are ​growing towards implying superior and delightful 
experiences ​: ​“customer experience is an essential dimension of how a company competes” ​ according to Joseph 

Pine  5

 

Therefore, given that Co-Platforms compete on the same market as any other - including corporate, 

venture backed platforms - they cannot escape from the rules dictated by the competition for the user. 

 

A framework to understand four key traits of modern services has been proposed by Simone Cicero  6

during the ​Barcelona Rethink Remix Experience ​ and is reported for reference: 7

 

3 ​The Emerging Platform Economy | The Center for Global Enterprise​ . (2016). [online] Thecge.net. Available at: 

http://thecge.net/category/research/the-emerging-platform-economy​ Last accessed: 15/09/2016 15:53 
4 Peer-to-peer (P2P) computing or networking is a distributed application architecture that partitions tasks 
or work loads between peers. Peers are equally privileged, equipotent participants in the application. They 
are said to form a peer-to-peer network of nodes (peers) that share resources among each other without 
the use of a centralized administrative system. 
5 Advancing the customer experience (2015). [online] Harvard Business Review analytics report. Available 
at: ​http://blogs.zebra.com/hbr ​ Last accessed: 15/09/2016 15:57 
6 Cicero S. (2015). ​That’s Cognitive Capitalism, Baby​ . [online] Medium. Available at: 
https://medium.com/@meedabyte/that-s-cognitive-capitalism-baby-ee82d1966c72#.snj24hdhb​ Last 
accessed: 17/09/2016 21:43  
7 ​http://bcn.ouisharefest.com/2015/rethinkremix/#about  
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Figure 1 - The Product Fitness Canvas. Presented at The Rethink Remix Experience in Milan and Barcelona in Nov. 

2015 

 

Fast ​: instantly searchable, identifiable and 

accessible. 

Personalized​: enabling us to directly intervene in 

creating custom solutions, perfect for our needs. 

Relevant ​: fulfilling our needs contextually when 

they occur, in a relevant and precise manner 

without needing our intervention. 

 

Human​: relating with us in a friendly, 

interpretable, understandable, accessible, sensible 

manner, interacting with us as human beings. 

Table 1 - The four key traits of modern services 

 

1.2 Existing framings related with the concept of COP 

Beyond the perspective of the user, platforms have been indagated from the perspective of other 

stakeholders such as prosumers-workers (or citizen producers), society stakeholders - such as 

municipalities, associations and more - in a tentative to define ​how platform business could be used as a 
force for good​  ​ instead of engines of social friction generating problems such as marginalization, 

gentrifications and more.  

 

A set of existing framing proposals related with the COP scope exists  and are presented to better define 

the context of interest and identify the “layers” that are subject to design and incubation process. 
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In a widely discussed paper “ ​Platform Cooperativism​  - Challenging the Corporate Sharing Economy​ ” Trebor 

Scholz introduced 10 principles that should differentiate Platform Cooperatives  from ordinary Corporate 8

Platforms.  

Marina Gorbis and David Fidler from Institute For The Future  also spoke about so called ​positive platforms 9

as ​“platforms that not only maximize profits for their owners but also provide dignified and sustainable livelihoods 
for those who work on them, plus enrich society as a whole”​ ͺ and identified 8 key criteria. 

 

The 8 principles for positive platforms according 
to M. Gorbis and D. Fidler 

The 10 principles of platform co-ops according to 
T. Scholz 

1. Earnings maximization Minimum wages - 

sets of wages 

2. Work Stability and wage predictability 

3. Transparency  and ownerships of 

algorithms and data 

4. Portability of products and reputations - 

reputation - product/data 

5. Upskilling - show pathways for learning 

6. Social Connectedness - build 

relationships - advocate for shared rights 

7. Bias Elimination - gender - class - non 

discrimination 

8. Feedback mechanisms - workers - 

customers 

1. Ownership  

2. Decent Pay and Income Security 

3. Transparency and Data Portability 

4. Appreciation and Acknowledgement 

5. Co-determined Work 

6. A Protective Legal Framework 

7. Portable Worker Protections and 

Benefits 

8. Protection Against Arbitrary Behavior 

9. Rejection of Excessive Workplace 

Surveillance 

10. The Right to Log Off  

 

 

Table 2 - The leading Principles of Positive Platforms and Platform co-ops 

 

Another interesting framing on this topic has been defined within the paper “​Procomuns statement and 
policies for Commons Collaborative Economies at European level​ ”  (released by Procomuns  in May 2016 in 10 11

its version 3.0) that aims to give an overview of the ​commons collaborative economy​  context and to define 

public policies that could help to promote it.  

The document is the result of a co-creation process which happened within the ​procomuns.net conference 

(March 2016 Barcelona)  and has been facilitated by BarCola  (working group about collaborative 12 13

economy and commons production in Barcelona) and the Dimmons  research group, with support from 14

P2Pvalue . Experts, citizens and sector representatives worked together on a series of proposals and 15

8 Scholz, T. (2016). ​Platform Cooperativism - Challenging the Corporate Sharing Economy​ . [online] Rosa 
Luxemburg Stiftung, New York Office. Available at: 
http://www.rosalux-nyc.org/wp-content/files_mf/scholz_platformcoop_5.9.2016.pdf​ Last accessed: 
15/09/2016 16:09 
9 Gorbis, M. Fidler, D. (2016). ​Design It Like Our Livelihoods Depend on It: 8 Principles for creating on-demand 
platforms for better work futures​ . [online] Medium. Available at: 
https://medium.com/the-wtf-economy/design-it-like-our-livelihoods-depend-on-it-e1b6388eb752#.i0scq
jyab ​ Last accessed: 15/09/2016 16:13 
10 Fuster Morell, M. (2016). ​Policies for Commons Collaborative Economies at the 
European level. ​ Procomuns. Available at: ​http://procomuns.net/en/policy/​ Last accessed: 12/10/2016 18:13 
11 Mayo Fuster Morell and Enric Senabre within Procomuns are the commissioners of this report and 
facilitators of the research process. 
12 ​http://procomuns.net/en/  
13 ​http://procomuns.net/en/about-2/barcola/  
14 ​http://dimmons.net/  
15 ​https://p2pvalue.eu/  
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policy recommendations to foster the collaborative commons economy and the resulting measures have 

been sent to the Barcelona City Council  as a proposal for a concrete action plan.  16

 

The proposed recommendations have a specific focus on:  

1. Improving regulations 

2. Promoting incubation for new projects and initiatives in the collaborative commons economy 

3. Promoting existing formulas or enhancing new ones to finance commons initiatives 

4. Adopting or reassigning the use of spaces and other public infrastructures for this sector 

5. Change of internal administrative operations on some fronts linked to commons 

6. Combat malpractice and corruption in government policy in the field of technology and knowledge 

7. Assistance in the promotion of cities and neighbourhoods to bring their economies and other 

related sectors closer 

8. Expand city brands in terms of the external visibility of local initiatives 

9. Making sure investments in major technological events contribute to promoting local commons 

10. Encourage and support the research and understanding of this phenomenon in order to move 

forward 

11. Education and digital gap: measures to fight against the digital and learning gap 

 

According to the research, ​Commons-based peer production ​(see the resume definition in the table below) 

happens: 

 “ ​among communities who work for mutual and collective benefit under the principles of participation 
and shared governance, resulting in collective property or open access resources and services​ ” .  17

 

This kind of production that was vastly diffused in pre-capitalist societies is now, mostly thanks to the 

internet, gaining new popularity over time, and by means of new technologies and frameworks  it is 

nowadays easier to promote and scale - despite still struggling to find highly replicable sustainable models. 

 

Commons Goods which are ​jointly developed and maintained by a community​  and ​shared 
according to community-defined rules. 

Peer production People ​cooperate voluntarily​  on an ​equal footing (as peers)​  in order to reach a 

common goal. 

Commons-based 
peer production 
 

Peer production​  which is ​based upon commons​  and which ​creates new commons​  or 

maintains​  and fosters ​the existing ones. 

Table 3 - Definition of Commons-based Peer Production.   18

 

“ ​The collaborative commons economy​  is a model and trend, which can renew and reformulate the 
necessary policies to promote entrepreneurship and innovation as the engines of Europe while 
encouraging changes to its functioning mode as a key agent, as well as promoting its regions - as global 
leaders - to the outside world. 

16 the Declaration has also been sent to other local authorities and to the Government of Catalonia and, in 
its English version, to EU Commission plus several General Directorates that are working on the regulation 
of the collaborative economy. 
17 ​Procomuns statement and policies for Commons Collaborative Economies at European level​ . (2016). [online] 
Available at: 
http://procomuns.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/CommonsDeclarationPolicies_eng_v03.pdf​ Last 
accessed: 15/09/2016 16:24 
18 Extracted from: ​http://keimform.de/2010/self-organized-plenty  
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Experiences in key cities  - in the field of economy or the concept of collaborative commons -, such as 
Bologna, Bristol, Seoul, Barcelona or Quito can be examples to follow.”  19

 
“ ​Collaborative commons assures a more democratic economic organization, control over means of 
production and public access to resources.​ ”  
 

In the collaborative commons economy, projects - rather than exclusive features or a unique formula - 

usually have a combination of the four following elements: 

ǒ Collaborative production​ based on a platform model 

ǒ P2P or peer relations ​: encouraging co-creation in the context of an interactive community of 

users fostering egalitarian relationships, empowerment and autonomous and / or decentralized 

participation. 

ǒ Common resources: ​ open knowledge through the use of open licenses (such as Creative 

Commons licenses) 

ǒ Systemic added value ​: the results of collaborative commons economy projects can combine 

economic value with a positive social impact 

 

In the following schema we try to compare and cluster the guiding principles from the works ​presented in 

this chapter, ​and try to isolate recurring and unique aspects: 

 

 Extract from the 
“Procomuns statement 
and policies for 
Commons 
Collaborative 
Economies at European 
level”  20

Extract from the 
principles for positive 
platforms according to 
M. Gorbis  
and D. Fidler 

Extract from the 
principles  
of platform co-ops  
according to T. Scholz 

A. Mode of 
Production 

Collaborative mode of 

Production:  

 

> collaborative P2P 

production  

> supported by and / or 

developed on digital 

platforms 

Collaborative mode of 

Production:  

 

> collaborative P2P 

production  

> supported by and / or 

developed on digital 

platforms 

Collaborative mode of 

Production:  

 

> collaborative P2P 

production  

> supported by and / or 

developed on digital 

platforms 

 

19  ​Procomuns statement and policies for Commons Collaborative Economies at European level​ . (2016). [online] 
Available at: 
http://procomuns.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/CommonsDeclarationPolicies_eng_v03.pdf​ Last 
accessed: 15/09/2016 16:24 
 
20 Fuster Morell, M. (2016) Guidelines for inclusion criteria of collaborative economy enterprises for a 
procomuns incubator: Insights from P2Pvalue project and Procomuns. Working document. Department 
Other economies. Barcelona Activa. 
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B. Key Design 
Choices 

Not mentioned  > Design choices linked 

to earnings to optimize 

opportunities for those 

working on the 

platform to increase 

their income streams. 

 

> Platform Design 

which enables and 

fosters communities. 

Co-determined Work ќ 

Co-design: 

Labor platforms should 

involve workers from the 

moment of the 

programming of the 

platform and along their 

usage of it. This way, too, 

operators will learn much 

more about the workflow 

of workers.  

C. Platform 
Ownership 

Kind of economy in line 

with company 

procedures related to 

the cooperative, social 

and solidarity economy, 

such as cooperative 

tradition and the third 

sector 

Not mentioned  

 

Collectively owned 

platform cooperatives 

(owned by 

the people who generate 

most of the value on 

those platforms) 

D. Governance Governance procedures 

to ensure the control of 

value generated by 

users and community 

members. 

Not mentioned  

 

Not mentioned  

 

 

 

E. Labor 
protection, 
worker support 
and worker rights 

Including principles of 

equality and justice in 

the development and 

distribution of work, 

focusing on the welfare 

of people in the 

governance of the 

community 

 

> Possibility for 

workers to sets their 

own wages 

> Work Stability and 

wage predictability 

> Social Connectedness 

to build relationships 

and to advocate for 

shared rights 

> Transparency  and 

ownerships of archived 

data - so that those 

working on platforms 

understand how their 

personal data is being 

used 

> Upskilling - show 

pathways for learning 

> Feedback 

mechanisms - Platforms 

need to establish 

feedback mechanisms 

and equivalents of 

> A Protective Legal 

Framework 

> Decent Pay and Income 

Security 

> Portable Worker 

Protections and Benefits: 

both contingent as well as 

traditional economy 

workers should be able to 

take benefits and social 

protections with them. 

> The Right to Log Off: 

platform cooperatives 

need to leave time for 

relaxation, lifelong 

learning and voluntary 

political work. 

> Appreciation and 

Acknowledgement 

> Rejection of Excessive 

Workplace Surveillance 

> Protection Against 

Arbitrary Behavior 
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customer support 

services for those 

working on them 

> Build mechanisms for 

minimizing or 

compensating workers 

for ensuing volatility 

due to platform 

experimentation 

 

F. Mission > Seeking to provide a 

service or resource that 

is economically 

sustainable 

> Accounting value 

beyond the strictly 

monetary one 

Platforms that not only 

maximize profits for 

their owners but also 

provide dignified and 

sustainable livelihoods 

for those who work on 

them, plus enrich 

society as a whole. 

Not mentioned  

 

G. Environmental 
Sustainability 

Attentive and 

responsible for 

externalities generated, 

both in terms of 

environmental and 

social reproduction 

Not mentioned  Not mentioned  

H. Technology > Favoring the 

transparency, 

participation and 

freedom of citizens, 

taxpayers and users 

> Based on free software, 

open standards and 

decentralized 

architectures 

 

> Transparency  and 

ownerships of 

algorithms - so that 

workers understand 

how to increase their 

earnings 

> Transparency  and 

ownerships of archived 

data - so that those 

working on platforms 

understand how their 

personal data is being 

used 

 

Not mentioned  
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I. Openness; Data 
and Knowledge 
ownership 
 

> Open knowledge 

through the use of open 

licenses (such as 

Creative Commons 

licenses) that allow the 

freedom to use and 

study the work, to make 

and redistribute copies 

of it - or part of it - and 

to make changes and 

improvements and to 

distribute derivative 

works 

> Seeking to promote 

access  and reclaim the 

resources generated 

through public or 

collective ownership 

> Transparency  and 

ownerships of 

algorithms & data 

> Portability of 

products of the work 

and reputations 

histories - Platform 

reputations are often 

directly tied to earnings 

as well as opportunities 

for various types of 

work 

Transparency & Data 

Portability - transparency 

on the handling of data, 

especially the data 

on customers 

(transparency on which 

data are harvested, how 

they are collected, how 

they are used, and to 

whom they are sold) 

 

 

L. Accessibility Non discrimination: 

unbiased in terms of 

gender and other 

diversities, minorities 

 

> Bias Elimination - non 

discrimination 

> Need to evolve rules 

and principles for 

non-discriminatory 

hiring, promotion, and 

so forth into the 

platform environments 

Not mentioned  

 

Table 4 - Clusterization of the guiding principles for COPs 

 

For the scope of the present report we will therefore aim our research towards the following key aspects, 

related to the recurring “layers” of positively impacting COPs: 

ǒ The Design of COPs (mostly in relation with points A, B, E, F, L) 

ǒ Financing and Incubating COPs (mostly in relation with points C,D, E) 
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2. Tools for COPs Design 
When identifying the history and availability of design tools that can be used to approach the design of 

COPs we encounter a continuous evolution that connects many historic fields of design. ​Platform Design 

can be considered an evolution of ​Service Design​ that, in turn, is connected with ​User Experience Design 

and ​Interaction Design ​. 
 

A first systematization in a framework of the most used and documented ​Service Design Tools​ dates back 

to 2008 the work of graduating researcher Roberta Tassi - at Milan’s POLIMI, a worldwide renowned 

center of research in the topic - with the release of the website ​http://www.servicedesigntools.org/​ that 

includes description and use cases for the adoption - in the process of service design - of historically used 

tools that facilitate the co-design of services with users and adopters.  

The activities at POLIMI, by the way, around design of ​collaborative ​services, dates several years back. The 

first formalization of patterns and tools in the area related with the repert topic can be probably seen with 

the release of the book by Ezio Manzini and Francois Jegou called ​“​Collaborative Services​ ”  . The book 21

presents “ ​the scenario of collaborative services with a range of solution examples, design guidelines and 
conceptual background on how design could support social innovations promising in terms of sustainable 
development​ ” .  22

 

 

 

Figure 2 - The Service Design Tools Website 

 

 

 

 

 

21 Manzini, E. Jegou, F. (2008). ​Collaborative Services​ . [online] Available at: 
http://www.strategicdesignscenarios.net/collaborative-services-book/​ Last accessed 15/09/2016 17:13 
22 ​http://www.sustainable-everyday-project.net/blog/tag/emude/  
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After and in parallel to the release of the Service Design Tools library/website, the worldwide community 

of service design also produced a few other framework/library projects that we think are worth 

mentioning: 

 

Tools Reference Description 

SERVICE DESIGN 

TOOLS 

http://www.serviced

esigntools.org/  

Service Design Tools is a repository of tools, 

methodologies and case studies, related among each 

other that designers can use when approaching complex 

systems design 

SERVICE DESIGN 

TOOLKIT  

http://www.serviced

esigntoolkit.org/  

Service Design Toolkit is the outcome of a partnership 

between Namahn and Design Flanders, is released in 

Creative Commons and consists of a collection of 16 

self-explaining canvases for service co-design.  23

THIS IS SERVICE 

DESIGN THINKING 

http://www.tisdt.co

m/  

TISSDT is a reference book/methodology of service 

design. The outlines a contemporary approach for service 

innovation, introducing a new way of thinking services 

for beginners and professionals. It explains the approach, 

its background, process, methods and tools and connects 

theory to contemporary case studies. 

Created by a set of 23 international authors guides 

readers through applying user-centered and co-creative 

approach to service design. 

Templates are also available for download in CC. 

IDEO DESIGN KIT http://www.designki

t.org/  

IDEO DESIGN KIT is a well explained and easy to adopt, 

set of tools and methods  for the design of product and 24

services in Human Centered fashion.It relates with the 

field of service design and user experience design. A 

number of learning courses is also available on Design 

Kit. 

DIY TOOLKIT http://diytoolkit.org  DIY TOOLKIT (Development Impact & You) provides 

several design tools to support development 

practitioners and social innovators in developing, 

implementing, and scaling innovation within their 

organizational context. 

It is an initiative of Nesta and Rockefeller Foundation, 

designed by STBY and Quicksand, licensed under the 

Creative Commons. 

 

 Table 6 - A recap of some of the most used and accessible Service Design / Human Centered Design frameworks 

23 ​http://www.servicedesigntoolkit.org/downloads.html  
24 ​http://www.designkit.org/methods  
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2.1 Extension of Service Design into Collaborative (P2P) Service 

Design and Commons Based Peer Production / Collaborative 

Commons 

 

In the following years the research at POLIMI looking at the convergence between service design, strategic 

design and sustainable development and social innovation was fueled by the birth of ​Desis-Network 
project (“ ​a nonprofit and cultural association, with the purpose to promote design for social innovation in higher 
education institutions with design discipline so as to generate useful design knowledge and to create meaningful 
social changes in collaboration with other stakeholders”​ ). 25

 

In the frame of the activities of Desis-Network and in general the activities of Polimi DESIS Lab continued 

in the following years by accelerating the shift of research from service design to ​“collaborative” service 
design ​. As a result of these shift and centered around researcher Daniela Selloni, Polimi DESIS lab 

produced a published paper “ ​New services models and new service places in times of crisis - How citizens' 
activism is changing the way we design services​ ”  and a still unpublished Ph.D Thesis called “DESIGNING 26

FOR PUBLIC-INTEREST SERVICES”. The work in question produced a relevant number of ​tools for the 
design ​of, public interest, collaborative service for social innovation and sustainability that will be released 

in a book in 2017 for Springer (Title is “​Co-Design for public interest Services​ ”). 

 

In the frame of the EU project Transition “ ​a 30-month project that supports the scaling-up of social innovations 
across Europe by developing a network of incubators​ ” ​, POLIMI DESIS Lab acted as a Scaling Lab and also 27

developed a version of the body of tools, focused on incubation: the booklet is planned to be released in 

September 2016. 

 

2.2 References of advanced exploration in the design of 

relationships: the strength of social ties  

 
The history of studies and research on relations and social ties dates back to the roots of philosophy and 

sociology, and they had been particularly revamped in the last decades in relation to the emergence of an 

hyper-connected digital world. The relevance of this topic in relation to the design of positively impacting 

platform and collaborative organizations, has been already explored in depth by  Ezio Manzini and his team 

in the book “ ​Design, When Everybody Designs​ ” . 28

 

Each individual entering in relationship with others, establishes ties. Ties may be different in their strength. 

The ​ strength and weakness of social ties ​may determine for example the closure or openness of an 

organization toward those who are not part of the group. Such aspects are extremely relevant in the way 

people interact within the structured interfaces, semiotics and contexts provided by digital platforms, and 

25 ​http://www.desis-network.org/about/  
26 Selloni, D. (2014).  ​New services models and new service places in times of crisis - How citizens' activism is 
changing the way we design services​ . [online] Available at: 
http://www.microsuper.it/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/NewServiceModels-Selloni.pdf​  Last 
accessed 16/09/2016 03:28 
27 ​http://transitionproject.eu/  
28  Manzini, E. (2015). Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation. 
The MIT press. 
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thus revealing an important set of elements to consider when implementing the design of a platform that 

allow for the encounter and interaction between multiple parties that aim at collaboratively coordinate 

their activities through platform means. As well, such aspects are relevant in the framework of the culture, 

rituals and habits that characterize organisations and collectives that are not per se platforms but that are 

still in a certain way as such. 

 

Mark Granovetter ​, an American sociologist and professor at Stanford University, proposed in 1973 a 

theory of the strength (and weakness) of social ties. 

 

“The strength of the tie is a (probably linear) combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, 
the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services that characterize the tie.“  29

 

In the table below, you can observe and compare some of the features of the weak and strong ties in 

organizations: 

 

Strong ties Weak ties 

> Require long time to build 

> Require more time and personal commitment 

> Information is self-contained and experiences are 

not exchanged 

> Organizations fail to evolve 

> Can be established more rapidly 

> Require less time and personal commitment 

> Make the social system more open and able to 

communicate 

> Fosters evolution into organizations 

Table 7 - Features of ties in organizations 

 

“Given a collaborative organization, by definition every intervention seeking to make the interactions 
between the people more simple, flexible, and open entails a weakening of its social ties, and therefore of 
the wider social fabric that it contributes to producing. ​ [...] ​ ​Collaborative organizations as they appear 
today are characterized by a variety of social ties of all strengths, ranging from the strongest to the 
weakest. The character of this ties partly arises from the very nature of the issue that the organization is 
dealing with (clearly, it is more likely that stable, long-lasting interactions will be established in a 
cohousing unit or a neighborhood association than in the organization of an event). However this also 
depends on how the basic idea behind the organization evolves, moving from proposals in which it is 
essential to establish strong ties to ones in which there are various combination of strong and weak ties.”

 30

 
The weakness of ties may be a strength in terms of ​accessibility ​ to a platform/network and therefore  to 

establishing the relations in the first place; however, once onboard, the kind of ties may change depending 

on the case and the need.  Here, the ​optionality​ ,​ ​ should be another feature that impacts the type of 

relational commitment: leaving to one the choice of the strength of the tie and the kind of relation she’s 

going to perform on a per time base, is essential to leave to people the freedom to design for their own life 

and establish the relations they need/can afford day by day. 

 

Joon Sang Baek ​ made a doctoral research at the Politecnico di Milano studying the effects of social media 

in collaborative organizations. 

The results of his research showed that the high-tech, social-media-based organizations - hence platforms 

as we may define them - are mainly established on weak ties which lower the barriers to onboarding and 

29 Granovetter, M. S. (1973). ​The Strength of Weak Ties​ . American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 78: Iss. 6, pp. 
1360-1380. 
30  Manzini, E. (2015). ​Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation​ . The 
MIT press. 
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make the organizations more flexible and more capable of growing and replicating. In the meantime, 

however, such organizations tend to lose the capability to strengthen their overall social fabric in the long 

run. 

 

According to this theoretical framework, whenever it’s possible by design to implement interaction 

elements that allow the system to self-regulate finding the right, or maybe flexible, balance between strong 

and weak ties, the designers should prefer to set the conditions to leave people the choice to modulate the 

kind of tie/relation to establish.  

In Blablacar, for example, you can decide whether to be more or less sociable by selecting a driver that 

features more or less “ ​blas” ​ (as an indication of her availability to build social ties): 

 

“[…] ​the personal commitment called for by some forms of collaborative organizations based on strong 
ties is for many an insurmountable barrier: not everyone is interested and not everyone is always 
participating, or indeed able to participate, in activities that require entering a system of relationships 
that appears rigid and that often calls for long-term commitment. 
All this means that, while it is true that a healthy social fabric must include strong ties, this must not lead 
us to the simplistic equation by which, in order to foster the social fabric, we cultivate only the strong ties. 
What we must look for is an appropriate balance between strong and weak ties: an equilibrium that 
breaks with the tendency toward individualization typical of twentieth-century modernity but that does 
not propose a nostalgic return to the closed communities of the premodern past. 
The quest for an optimum mix of strong and weak social ties, and thus between more or less open 
organizations, is one of the central issues in determining and enabling solution, and therefore of what 
expert design can do in this field.​ ”  31

 
In parallel to the abovementioned works, we can take few key messages from ​Carla Cipolla​’s research in 

her doctoral thesis at the Politecnico di Milano, which aimed to bring Martin Buber’s reflections on 

relational intensity​  into the conversation of Service Design.  

Assuming that in the relational services, the users bring not only operational actions but also personal 

involvement and relational capabilities, Cipolla reminds us that everyone’s resources are not infinite and, 

during the whole life one must choose where to invest themselves. So, in liance with what we previously 

defined in relation to the strength of ties, Cipolla suggests that in collaborative organizations it would be 

helpful to increase the possibility to join “lightly” and for everyone to choose the level of involvement. 

2.3 Specific Tools for Platform and Organization Design 

As we’ve seen, platform and organization design are essentially evolutions of the application of design 

thinking to the increasing challenges of designing complex organizations, that leverage on a larger set of 

resources and competences and incubate different new processes compared to existing ones. In this 

section we will briefly present a selection of existing design tools that help venture designers to generate 

collaborative production models from an organization design and crafting perspective. 

The Platform Design Toolkit  
 

The Platform Design Toolkit (PDT) is a set of tools specifically designed for the platform design: the PDT 

has been presented in 2013 and evolved since then. The PDT helps venture designers face complex tasks 

and aspects related to platform powered collaborative production. Among many, the key aspects are: 

ǒ The identification of the relevant entities in the ecosystem 

31  Manzini, E. (2015). ​Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation​ . The 
MIT press. 
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ǒ The study and mapping of each entity’s motivation to join the ecosystem and use the platform 

ǒ The identification of what channels and contexts are needed to empower the potential of value 

exchange 

ǒ The complementary services that may be provided by the venture to sustain the P2P exchange of 

value in ways that are consistent to the value proposition  

ǒ The complementary services that may be provided by the venture to sustain evolutionary paths of 

learning and performance improvements in the Ecosystem of participants 

 

The first step for the platform design process is normally to map the ecosystem, to which the firms have 

access, using the ​Ecosystem Canvas​ . The Platform Design Toolkit identifies ​four key entity types​: 
ǒ Platform owners​  (that in the case of the COPs overlap with the peer producers); 

ǒ Peers​  (consumers and producers) 

ǒ Partners 
ǒ Stakeholders 

 

 

Figure 3 -The Ecosystem Canvas, part of Platform Design Toolkit 2.0 (DRAFT Open For Comments). 

 

A further essential step moves into a deeper understanding of platform dynamics by analyzing the 

motivations that lead all the involved entities to engagement. This passage is designed and developed 

through the ​Motivational Matrix​  and it is very important in order to build a platform which is stitched on the 

emerging needs and not simply pushed out: the motivation matrix is an archetypal Service Design tool to 

witness the continuity between the two disciplines. It is on the emerging needs and motivations and 

through a deep study of the ecosystem that, one or more value propositions are identified and put in the 

core of the platform design using the ​Platform Design Canvas​ .  
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Figure 4 - 5 - The Ecosystem’s Motivations matrix and the Platform Design Canvas, part of Platform Design Toolkit 

2.0. 

 

To help designers shaping one of the key aspects to build positively impacting and successful platform, that 

of ​learning and upskilling ​, the PDT offers a - still experimental - ​Experience Learning Canvas​  .  32

 

Learning can be seen as a key enabler of the transition across different phases of collaboration with the 

platform and of the experience of the itself: from the perspective of a peer-producer, peer-consumer or 

partner. A good design helps people learning and growing through the platform. Learning boosting 

practices may encourage participants to keep staying on such platforms increasing their resilience and 

value generation over time.  

 

“Properly designed business platforms can help create and capture new economic value and scale the 
potential for learning across entire ecosystems.”  33

 

32The Experience Learning Canvas and the new draft of the Platform Schema (see later in the document) 
had been presented In the last masterclass of the PDT (you can read more here) with the specific aim of 
designing for a positive platform according to M. Gorbis and E. Manzini’s insights. See ”Why Platforms need 
to be Engines of Learning.” - Stories of Platform Design. (2016) for more information 
https://stories.platformdesigntoolkit.com/platforms-are-engines-of-learning-4f7b70249177#.yf4trs334  
33 “The power of platforms” - (Part of the Business Trends series) 
http://dupress.deloitte.com/dup-us-en/focus/business-trends/2015/platform-strategy-new-level-busines
s-trends.html  
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