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ABSTRACT 
Understanding the complex and often contradictory roles of 
artefacts and prototypes in social innovation design projects is an 
issue of significant relevance to contemporary design practice. 
During the last century artefacts and prototypes design 
considerations and concerns have radically transformed from the 
search of a language of form, to the injection of meaning and 
content, to the creation of relationally-based, contextually-specific 
design and open-ended systems. 

Design methods and tools are currently being applied in the field 
of social innovation to contribute to the development of new 
solutions that effectively and sustainably meet social needs by 
establishing new relationships and better use of resources. One of 
the main strengths of design when applied to the field of social 
innovation is its capability of fast prototyping visual artefacts, 
tools and models that contribute to trigger dialogical encounters 
between stakeholders that could result in the definition of new 
opportunities. 

This article presents the prototypes and interventions carried out 
during the Lund Stadsbibliotek Project. It analyses how relational 
and dialogical art can inform and shape artefacts and tools for 
social innovation practice. The central purpose of this paper is to 
explore what social innovators and designers can learn from 
relational art when it comes to transform prototypes into moments 
of social exchange and network construction. 
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1. RELATIONAL DESIGN 
While moving into an increasingly complex interconnected world, 
design paradigms have radically transformed. During the last 
century, according to Andrew Blauvelt (2008), design practice has 
evolved through three main phases. 

In the first phase, at the beginning of the twentieth century, design 
was concerned with the search of a formal design language that 
integrated the plastic and visual dimensions and that could be 
potentially universal. The second phase of design started in the 
1960s and reached its apogee in product design during the 1980s 
and early 1990s. In this stage, design moved from form to content 
by injecting narrative, meaning, and cultural symbolism into 
forms. In this phase designers are in control of the making of 
meaning and form. The designers’ authorship takes priority over 
the audience interpretations and discussions. The third and current 
phase began in the mid-1990s influenced by digital technology 
developments. In this period design is concerned with the 
dialogical dimension of both form and content and its capabilities 
to facilitate social interactions and networking for the co-creation 
of new opportunities. 
During the last century design has moved from form (aesthetic 
and formal dimensions) to content (cultural and symbolic 
dimensions) to context (social and programmatic dimension), 

integrating them all in a new practice that Blauvelt has called 
relational design. 

2. PROTOTYPING ‘THINGS’ 
In the context of social innovation design moves beyond the 
design of discrete objects towards the establishment of open-
ended long-term frameworks and processes where stakeholders’ 
networks can develop new solutions to social challenges. 

Artefacts and prototypes, in this new context, should not only be 
seen as objects but rather as things understood as “socio-material 
relations where matters of concerns can be dealt with ... as 
vehicles able to raise questions as well as highlight controversies 
and dilemmas” (Hillgren, P. A., Seravalli, A., & Emilson, A., 
2011, p.7). 

Artefacts and prototypes as things are characterized by the fact of 
being relationally-based, contextually-specific and open-ended 
designs. The relationship of things to their audience becomes 
central in defining the production of new solutions.  

3. THE CONTEXT FOR PROTOTYPING 
The Lund Stadsbibliotek project case has been developed from 
November 9th 2015 to January 15th 2016, during the course 
Design and Social Innovation (KD644A), led by Per-Anders 
Hillgren, Anders Emilson and Anna Seravalli, as part of the 
Interaction Design Master Course of the School of Arts and 
Communication (K3) at Malmö University, Malmö Sweden. The 
specific brief of the Design and Social Innovation course 
consisted of exploring and developing concepts, practices or 
services that could support learning, sharing or making for and 
among citizens. It is an interdisciplinary project carried out by a 
multidisciplinary team formed by Dorien Koelemeijer, Franziska 
Tachtler, Lina Alvis, Sarah Homewood and Isabel Valdés Marín. 

4. LUND STADSBIBLIOTEK CASE 
The Lund Stadsbibliotek project is the result of the collaboration 
between the team of students and Lund Stadsbibliotek in Lund, 
Sweden. The aim of the workshops and interventions carried out 
during the project was to answer three main questions based upon 
the observations and information from the conversations with 
librarians. These questions read as follows: 
1) How to establish communication channels between users of the 
library, potential users of the library and librarians. 

2) How to challenge the image of the library as an academic 
place. 

3) How to establish new collaborations between the library and 
other local stakeholders. 

During the project 7 interventions (‘Mapping library visitors’, 
‘What do you want today?’, ‘Collaborative poem’, ‘Critical 
signs’, ‘Vandalising windows’, ‘Interactive posters’, ‘Displaced 
furniture’, see Figures 1 to 7) and 3 workshops (‘Redefining the 
library’, ‘The future of our library’, ‘Create your own book’, see 
Figures 8 to 10) were carried out during the project. 



1) INTERVENTION 1: MAPPING LIBRARY VISITORS 

 
Figure 1. A map of Lund on which people could put stickers to 

show where they live or spend most of their time. 

2) INTERVENTION 2: “WHAT DO YOU WANT TODAY?” 

 
Figure 2. A question was placed on the stairs in order for people 
to leave their answers in a drop box at the entrance of the library. 

3) INTERVENTION 3: COLLABORATIVE POEM 

 
Figure 3. A big set of words was placed on the stairs in order for 

people to create their own sentences. 

4) INTERVENTION 4: CRITICAL SIGNS 

 
Figure 4. Critical signs where hanged in the library to encourage 

people to behave differently. 

5) INTERVENTION 5: VANDALISING WINDOWS 

 
Figure 5. Visitors could answer two different questions by 

drawing in the library windows. 

6) INTERVENTION 6: INTERACTIVE POSTERS 

 
Figure 6. Posters to encouraged people to ideate what to do with 

an empty space in the centre of Lund. 
 



7) INTERVENTION 7: DISPLACED FURNITURE 

 
Figure 7. The library furniture was relocated to the centre of the 

room so people could choose where to place it. 

8) WORKSHOP 1: REDEFINING THE LIBRARY 

 
Figure 8. A model of an empty floor plan of the library created to 

invite both librarians and visitors to interact with. 

9)  WORKSHOP 2: THE FUTURE OF OUR LIBRARY 

 
Figure 9. A brainstorming session with librarians to ideate the 
future of the library according to imaginative future scenarios. 

10) WORKSHOP 3: CREATE YOUR OWN BOOK 

 
Figure 10. Workshop to create a “capsule” (the cover and the 
backside of a book) to be later placed at Lund’s city library. 

5. PROTOTYPES FOR ENGAGEMENT 
Engaging existing users, potential users, stakeholders and 
librarians has been considered critical in building an 
understanding of what else the library could serve for as a public 
institution when trying to develop a social cohesion between the 
Lund library and the local communities. Prototypes, artefacts and 
interactive installations have been used to encourage citizen’s 
participation in the Lund Stadsbibliotek project. 

In a context where, as Ezio Manzini puts it, “we are all designers” 
the role of the design expert, is to create the conditions and 
artefacts that facilitate these new collaborations that enable 
solutions. 

In order to successfully engage citizens, prototypes, artefacts and 
installations have been conceived integrating aesthetic, formal, 
symbolic and social dimension of the context.  The lo-fi plasticity 
and visual characteristics of the proposals most times have proven 
to be effective when informing the users of the possibility to 
participate in new interactions in the context. However, engaging 
significant number of users and achieve users commitment has 
become the biggest challenge throughout the whole process. The 
engagement aim should move from informing and consulting the 
citizens to involve them in a collaboration that actually empowers 
them to participate in the co-creation of decisions together with 
other stakeholders. 

This is where designers, both diffuse designers (that is, everyone) 
and expert designers must collaborate to produce solutions to 
solve the many and diverse problems that our society will have to 
face (Manzini, 2015, p.3). 

6. TOWARDS THE PRODUCTION OF 
VALUE 
The reason for using design and social innovation approaches at 
the Lund Stadsbibliotek has been to challenge the existing 
channels of communication between users of the library, potential 
users of the library and librarians in order to establish new 
relationships that contribute to develop new solutions that 
effectively and sustainably meet some of Lund citizens social 
needs. 

For that Malmö’s Living Lab methodological ideas and practices 
(Björgvinsson and Hillgren 2004; Björgvinsson, Ehn, and 
Hillgren 2010; Hillgren, Seravalli, and Emilson 2011) has been 
applied throughout the project process.  



These practices are based in 3 ideas: 

• to set up collaborative design processes where diverse 
stakeholders with complementary skills work side by side and 
where mutual respect and learning is supported.  
• to build long-term relationships and trust with stakeholders 

• to perform early prototyping where possibilities are explored 
in real-life contexts but where potential dilemmas also are 
highlighted. (Ehn, P., Nilsson, E. M., & Topgaard, R. (2014). 
Making Futures: Marginal Notes on Innovation, Design, and 
Democracy, p.19) 

In the Lund Stadsbibliotek project we have worked with diverse 
stakeholders that have demonstrated to share some of the 
fundamental goals and to have complementary skills. This is for 
example the case of Hemgardem (a meeting place for youngsters) 
who is now planning to share some of their sound equipment with 
the Stadsbilbiotek librarians to create podcasts with children 
visiting the library. 
Through workshops, interventions, prototypes and things 
(Hillgren, P. A., Seravalli, A., & Emilson, A., 2011, p.7) such as 
the “capsule” (see figure 10) we expect to facilitate dynamics that 
contribute to settle a dialogue between stakeholders that could 
result in long-term relations based on trust. 

The value produced at the Library by design and social innovation 
is based in the social conditions, networks and relations (Binder 
et al. 2011, 157) created in the design process guided by the 
designers (Ehn, P., Nilsson, E. M., & Topgaard, R. (2014). 
Making Futures: Marginal Notes on Innovation, Design, and 
Democracy, p.28). As Howaldt and Schwarz states “The 
innovation does not occur in the medium of a technical artefact 
but at the level of social practice.” (2010, 21). 

7. RELATIONAL ARTS 
Due to the nature of this new relational design practice it seems 
relevant to look into the discipline of art since through human 
history it has gathered significant experience when it comes to 
injecting content into form contextually. 

Specifically, nowadays the processes used by practices such as 
participatory art, collaborative art, socially-engaged art, relational 
aesthetics and dialogical aesthetics, could inform social innovators 
when it comes to prototyping for citizen engagement. 

What all these practices have in common is that they are a set of 
art practices informed by social agendas, created and realized 
through engagement, collaboration and/or participation between 
artist and citizens. These practices place the emphasis on the 
dialogue and communication rather than the production of an art 
object or space. In this sense the art outcome are the interactions 
that emerge from these encounters and the shared communication 
between participants. The role of the artist is that of a facilitator, 
and the spaces of action are the social context and the human 
relations rather than the art studio or atelier. 

The facilitator role is to construct social experiences, 
circumstances or situations in dynamic social environments. Who 

participates became the central axis for this practice and what 
happen between people is more important than the prototypes and 
artefact used for the creation of circumstances. 

All these practices use a wide range of media to create social 
experiences and often use workshop formats in their processes. 
The material and aesthetic dimension of social practice become a 
means to an end. Artefact and prototypes embrace constraints and 
conditions as opportunities becoming tools for citizen 
engagement. 

8. CONCLUSION 
In the context of social innovation the role of the relational design 
expert is to create social encounters to facilitate the development 
of ideas and networks among stakeholders. Prototypes and 
artefacts can serve to activate open-ended processes and 
generative system where the participant became the actual 
creators of new solutions. 
The role of the designer then becomes not the role of a creator but 
that of an enabler. This new role requires the designer to provide 
the participants with ‘just’ the enough tools and assistance in 
order to not end up becoming the outcome author or abandoning 
the context without having organized the circumstance for the 
social exchange to be produced. From the experience gained 
throughout the Lund project process we have seen that prototypes 
and artefacts do not necessarily work on their own without the 
design expert assistance and vice versa. 

Relational design could be informed by relational art practices 
experiences. In fact, they could serve as reference when it comes 
to learn and understand the balance in the use of plastic and 
visuals artefacts and in the active role of the facilitator in the 
engagement of participant and the activation of interactions. 
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