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1 PILOTING A SOCIAL LAB 

1.1 What a Social lab is 
“We have scientific and technical labs for solving our most difficult scientific and technical challenges. We 

need social labs to solve our most pressing social challenges.” 
Source: Zaid Hassan (2014) The Social Labs Revolution: A New Approach to Solving Our Most Complex Challenges, Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers 

 

A social Lab is a cross-sectoral social inclusion platform. It is a community of practice/network/group of 

engaged participants, who meet face to face to share experiences and work together in a collaborative way, 

to address local challenges and problems with the aim of the design and test solutions and concrete actions. 

In the framework of the SOCI@LL project, a toolkit was designed to support the creation of communities to 

underpin actions to promote social inclusion in the education sector, led by Local Authorities with relevant 

cross-sectoral stakeholders. 

There are three main aspects, which characterises a social inclusion platform: 

• The platform has to be social. This means that the people who work in and make up the platform will 

reflect the diverse nature of the problem that is being addressed and will come from different sectors 

such as government, civil society, third sector and business. 

• The practice, namely the work carried out by the team, has to be experimental. There will be a trial 

and error approach, which contrasts a more traditional strategic planning approach used by Local 

Authorities and other stakeholders. There will not be a given response to an identified problem but a 

portfolio of “promising solutions” generated by the people taking part in the social inclusion platform 

(learning also from what doesn’t work). 

• The work has to be systemic in nature. The platform members will examine what is causing the 

problem and work together to see how they can take action to address the challenges effectively. 

There is a clear and initially inspiring shift in attitude here from looking at overcoming problems to 

looking at overcoming the reasons why problems exist.  

Local Authorities, partner and associated partner in the Soci@ll Project, were responsible for setting up and 

maintaining a Social Lab supported by the Toolkit and the Scientific Partner in their country. 

Innovation (social prototyping and testing solutions) took place in multiple formats (workshops, forums, 

prototypes, etc.) and the results were translated into learning outcomes (capital and knowledge used to 

develop final solutions, based on users’ insights), initiatives, relationships, and capacities. 

The main aim of the Social Lab was to trigger effective change regards an identified challenge. This change will 

occur or indeed may not necessarily occur through the learning outcomes generated by various solutions, 

which are tested. 
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1.2 The Social Lab methodology in brief 
The piloting followed the Social Lab methodology consisting of a six-step process to change for social inclusion: 

1. Identifying challenges 

2. Identifying and involving stakeholders 

3. Designing prototypes 

4. Testing solutions 

5. Collecting results 

6. Change for social inclusion 

Figure 1 – The Social Labs Methodology 

 

In short, this methodological approach can be described as follows: 

How to identify challenges? 

Each Social Lab will address a given problem or challenge. It is possible that the problem will arise in 

multiple ways and through various channels. This step will introduce ways in which a Local Authority 

will facilitate identifying a common challenge/problem. 

How to involve stakeholders? 

Local Authorities will form the platform secretariat, as specified in the preparatory activities, and will 

subsequently be responsible to set up the platform team, whose members will be stakeholders 

connected to or interested in the common challenge at hand. This step will provide considerations 

and guidelines for Local Authorities when involving stakeholders. 

Discussion and prototyping: step by step methodological approach.  

This part will explore how a Local Authority can run a Social Lab, once the problem/challenge has been 

identified and the stakeholders have formed the platform team. This step can be considered as the 

entry point to the heart of the social inclusion platform when the team observes, discusses and 

brainstorms ideas as to what could be done to change/improve the identified problem. The solution 

ideas, which are subsequently tested are the prototypes. 

Testing solutions.  

This step will outline how to test possible solutions. This will mean how to implement concrete actions 

that have been identified collectively as a way of tackling the root causes of the given social problem. 

These prototypes are the heart of the social inclusion platform. The trials and errors made in this 

phase become crucial to what works what doesn’t and what can be changed, which is covered in the 

next step.  
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Collecting results.  

A prototyping based approach is not just about the act of testing possible solutions but also about 

learning something from this process. In a Social Lab, this will include testing feasibility, getting 

feedback on the idea, or testing demand. The prototypes will be field-tested, tweaked and improved, 

or discarded and the learnings from testing should then be embedded into a new prototype.  

 

1.3 The piloting  
In each country Scientific Partners and Local Authorities planned and implemented a Social lab, each with his 

peculiarity given by the territorial context (small town, large municipality, small mountain municipalities), the 

period (restrictions and lockdowns due to the pandemic) and the theme addressed, but all started from the 

same plan in terms of tools and resources available. 

Before starting the testing each Local authorities received a Toolkit (available at project website) wich aims to 

guide them in addressing local problems and how to tackle complex social challenges through the setup and 

facilitation of cross-sectoral platforms for social inclusion. The toolkit it is structured to provide clear 

indications, guidelines, tools, activities and further support and is based on a step-by-step and hands-on 

methodological approach.  

The Toolkit was presented to Local Authorities during a 24-hour course. The Local Authorities training course, 

“Strategies, tools and methods for generating, fostering and sustaining cross-sectorial platforms for social 

inclusion”, took place in Florence in September 2019 in a three days face-to-face meeting and its aim was to 

prepare partners staff (in particular Local Authorities) to plan and implement the piloting of the Toolkit for 

Local Authorities. 

After the training course and the translation of the Toolkit into each country's language (Italian, Polish, 

Portuguese, Greek), Scientific Partners and Local Authorities started planning the testing but the pandemic, 

starting in February 2020, swept across Europe forcing the activities to be postponed and in most cases 

reorganised online.   

Each partner adopted different timing and different approach: for instance, in Poland, testing was carried out 

in presence during the summer of 2020, mostly outdoors; in Italy, in Palermo, it started in presence before 

the pandemic, but then continued online in the months that followed; still in Italy, in Casentino, it was all 

carried out online over six months; in Portugal online over three months and in Cyprus, it was also carried out 

online, but concentrated in a shorter period of time in spring 2021.  

The activities written in the toolkit, designed to be carried out in presence, have also been adapted to the 

online environment, context and needs of the moment, simplified and in some cases reduced in length.  

  

http://wholeschoolsociallabs.eu/achievements/
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Despite the pandemic and the difficulties of such a terrible year, local authorities with the support of scientific 

partners set up four social labs and four challenges of social inclusion at school were identified, discussed and 

addressed.  In particular, the topics covered in the social labs were: 

-Ząbky Town, Poland: cyberbullying, discrimination and diversity in school; 

-Municipality of Palermo, Italy: early school leaving; 

-Union of Municipalities of Casentino, Italy: inclusion of foreign pupils at school; 

-Câmara Municipal de Mathosinhos, Portugal: stigma and discrimination in mental health; 

-Municipality of Agios Athanasios, Cyprus:  violence in schools and vandalism in community. 
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In the next pages we will discover the journey of each Social Lab to find out the results achieved in the change 

for social inclusion. 

 

1.4  Ząbki Town, Poland 
- Members of the Secretariat: Izabela Wrona from Ząbki Town 

- Facilitators: Marek Kaleta and Magdalena Czarnecka from the Center for Citizenship Education 

- Members of the Social Lab team: 13 regular participants representing schools, local foundations and 

youth associations  

- Period of implementation: 15.07.2020 - 02.09.2020 

- Venues of the sessions: Park im. M. Szuberta [M. Szubert park], Ząbki [a town near Warsaw], Urząd 

Miasta Ząbki [Ząbki Town Hall], Szkoła Podstawowa nr 3 [Elementary School no. 3] 

- Issues addressed: How to promote respect for diversity and differences in others in ząbki 

(including disabilities, background, cultural heritage, mental health). 
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1) activities involving foreigners (children from foreigner families acted as interpreters when necessary), 

obstacles in communicating with the families of foreigner children 

* as far as work with foreigners is concerned, the group pointed out data were incomplete (no data 

regarding the exact number of foreign people living in Ząbki, foreigner families abruptly leaving the country, 

insufficient legal regulations related to social benefits for foreign children in Poland)  

2) activities involving people with disabilities 

* the group raised the issue of whether or not actively promoting integration is a part of a form tutor’s 

responsibility. Some people in the group believed that this was a part of the form tutor’s responsibility, 

others were of the opinion that there are separate organisations tasked with providing such support such as 

Towarzystwo Przyjaciół Dzieci Ząbki [Friends of Children Society in Ząbki] 

* the participants believed that the real challenge to be faced is ensuring acceptance from children without 

disabilities 

* some participants believed that the challenge was a structural one - some teachers did not believe it was a 

challenge at all because they had procedures and solutions in place for handling such situations 

* elderly people with disabilities 

3) the group emphasized that pupils had little awareness of the consequences of exclusion and 

discrimination  and that they were not aware of the impact on mental health, including the consequences of  

depression. For the group, this is an important part of respecting differences in others. 

4) unequal opportunities and the location of Ząbki on the outskirts of Warsaw 

* clubs for people sharing certain interests, opportunities related to language learning 

* structure and finances 

In principle, the group of stakeholders was supposed to be diversified and include activists, members of 

administrative bodies, local authorities, and representatives of schools. The summer holidays and the 

extremely busy beginning of the school term turned out to have been an obstacle reducing the group’s level 

of involvement. The fact that there was no permanent leader and constant fluctuations of membership in 

the group also made the process more difficult.  

The process consisted in:  

I. First, an issue was selected which stakeholders would like to try and tackle;  

II. Then, the issue was to be examined in greater detail using the SMART methodology; workshops in 

empathy aimed at teaching people to feel like they were in another’s shoes took place using a 

character (persona) based on a participant of the project;  

III. After that, prototyping with the use of brainstorming took place. A need to stimulate creativity and 

deal with shyness and the “internal critic” of the participants was evident – this needed to be 

tackled in order to find solutions to specific problems and make the prototypes created more 

detailed;  
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IV. Then, instead of the planned testing of innovative solutions, a session involving planning and 

choosing feasible actions and a list of activities was prepared;  

V. Lastly, activities were summarised, the project was evaluated, networking took place, and solutions 

for improving the existing activities and applying them in practice were considered. The entire 

process consisted of five sessions. 

 

SOCIAL LAB IN ZABKY  WHEN WHAT HOW 

I Session 15.07.2020 Identification of the issues Face to face 

II Session 29.07.2020 Discussion and empathizing Face to face 

III Session 05.08.2020 Prototyping Face to face 

IV Session 19.08.2020 Testing (Planning) Face to face 

V Session 02.09.2020 Activity – summary Face to face 

 

I Session: Identification of issues  

In the course of the first session, a list of local issues/challenges related to diversity, social inclusion, and 

education was drawn up. The issue selected for further action from that list was: “Improving the respect for 

and awareness of diversity among the people of Ząbki”. There being too many activities to fit into the first 

session, steps involving the SMART methodology were postponed until the second session. Conclusions drawn 

after the meeting: instead of the groups coming up with possible challenges and trying to propose solutions 

to them, it would have been better if every sub-group discussed issues they thought of in greater detail and 

then moved on to discussing issues as part of the entire larger group. 

II Session: Discussion and empathizing  

The SMART methodology (which assumes that the issue to be tackled is to be Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic, and Time bound) was applied at the second session and the issue was rephrased as 

follows: “How to promote respect for diversity and differences in others in ząbki (including disabilities, 

background, cultural heritage, mental health).” Practical classes took place whose purpose was to improve 

the level of empathy of their participants. A character (Persona) was created based on an interview with 

Magda, one of the stakeholders, and participants tried to find solutions for problems that particular character 

faced. The character, being a teacher and mother to a child of mixed race, took the problem of intolerance at 

school personally and emotionally. The issue to be tacked was thus rephrased to: “How to help Magda reach 

parents in Ząbki and increase their awareness of diversity and respect?”. 

III Session: Prototyping  
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Prototyping took place as part of the third session. The group took part in an exercise stimulating creativity 

and looked for solutions. Instead of the proposed course of the session, a more traditional 3D prototyping 

with Design Thinking was used to boost creativity and promote openness. 

As far as prototyping workshops are concerned, it is important to focus on a specific character created for that 

purpose and on their needs and the challenges they face. It is necessary to interview a specific individual and 

gather information. When proposing ideas, the group found it difficult to keep looking for solutions to specific 

problems and tended to drift towards more general solutions instead. Constant changes of membership in the 

group and lack of diversity among its members proved problematic. It would be a good idea to ensure diversity 

and constant membership when recruiting stakeholders. It would also be of no small benefit to add an exercise 

stimulating creativity before brainstorming. Its main purpose would be to take participants away from 

conventional ways of thinking and make them think outside the box so that the ideas they come up with would 

be more innovative. The participants had difficulties staying on the level of an individual (the character 

created) when prototyping solutions and the ideas they proposed kept drifting towards well-known and 

typical solutions. This is why it should be emphasized here that shaping solutions in such way as to make them 

fit a particular individual increases the precision of innovation and boosts the involvement and creativity of 

the group.  

IV Session: Testing (planning) 

In view of the needs of the participants, the fourth session was changed into a planning session. The 

participants agreed that testing was not possible for them during the summer holidays. During the session, a 

list of feasible ideas was made: 

● culinary workshops; 

● e-twinning exchange (formerly Comenius, Sokrates, Erasmus programmes);  

● a “Welcome Guide” helping foreigners to understand how a Polish school works and including some 

helpful everyday phrases to get by - it could be published in foreign languages in the school’s 

newspaper; older pupils helping younger ones; familiarity makes a difference; 

● fairy tales in different languages which could, for example, be read out during breaks; activities taking 

place simultaneously in all schools. 

 It was agreed that the participants wanted the Social Lab to result in the creation of a local cooperation 

network and an online platform for sharing resources.  

V Session: Activity – summary 

During the fifth session, the group shared ideas for further activities, including inter-school and out-of-school 

ones: 

● older pupils acting as volunteer activists for excluded younger pupils - SP2 [Szkoła Podstawowa nr 2, 

elementary school number 2]; 

● emergency study help services – peer assistance in learning Polish - SP2; 

● movie evenings - SP2; 
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● board games - SP2; 

● good word day - SP3; 

● monthly music across the world festival - SP3; 

● e-twinning - the option to find a school abroad and perform joint activities with it - SP3;  

● Culture Lab (protection of the natural environment and diversity) - SP1; 

● Domino Effect - scenarios from Fundacja Kulczyk; 

● Trips to social aid institutions - Zielony Dinek nursery;  

● “Bridging the Generation Gap” workshops - Zielony Dinek nursery; 

● Zippy’s Friends – promotion of mental health - Zielony Dinek nursery; 

● classes for foreigners - SP1; 

● saying “no” to aggression - SP1; 

● festival of cultures - a presentation of other countries and their culinary tradition - SP3; 

● “Day of Positivity” - promoting volunteer activities - SP2; 

● Odd Socks Day - World Down’s Syndrome Day - SP1; 

● Autism Awareness Day - SP1; 

To conclude: Social Lab needs to operate with a diversified group and this was, unfortunately, not possible in 

our case. There are two recurring recommendations in evaluation forms – to keep membership in the group 

constant and to ensure that the participants have internal and not external motivation to act.  Due to the 

above-indicated circumstances, new people entered the group all the time and information had to be 

repeated for them which was, in turn, tiring for the three people who were the most involved in the meetings 

and participated in them regularly and for the facilitators. The participants pointed out that they were 

delegated by their schools to participate in the workshops.  
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Figure 1 – Session1_15.07.2020_Social Lab Poland 
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1.5  Municipality of Palermo, Italy  
The Social Lab in Sicily was implemented by the Municipality of Palermo (associated partner) with the support 

of the scientific partner CESIE. 

The Social Lab in Palermo was initiated in February 2020 (1st session), then interrupted due to the Covid-19 

pandemic and restarted from October 2020 to May 2021: 

I. 26 February 2020 at CESIE, Palermo; 

II. One online session on 27 May 2020 + event on 16 October 2020 at Al Fresco Bistrot, Palermo – 

Erasmus+ Days event; 

III. 4 November 2020, online; 

IV. 18 November 2020, online; 

V. 13 January 2021, online; 

VI. 7 May 2021 

The secretariat was composed by 3 people: Francesca Barbino and Irene Pizzo from CESIE, and Giuseppa 

Raimondi from the Municipality of Palermo. 

Aside from the secretariat members, the group was varying from session to session, for a maximum of 13 

people involved (educators, parents, members of other NGOs). 

Social inclusion issue:  to improve/increase participation of families in school’s life in order to prevent the 

phenomenon of  early school leaving (ESL). 

Stakeholders involved: 3 members of CESIE, 3 members of the Municipality of Palermo, 7 other people 

including educators, parents, members of other NGOs. 

SOCIAL LAB IN 

PALERMO  
WHEN WHAT HOW 

I Session 26.02.2020 Identification of the issues Face to face 

II Session 27.05.2020 

Identification of the issues and 

engagement of new 

stakeholders 

Online and F2F 

III Session 04.11.2020 Discussion of possible solutions Online 

IV Session 18.11.2020 Prototyping  Online 

V Session 13.01.2021 Testing solutions Online 

VI Session 07.05.2021 Collecting Results Online 
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From the first session , it was decided to focus the piloting of the issue of Early School Leaving (ESL) and 

particularly on the need to better involve families in school’s life in order to prevent the phenomenon. 

Based on the methodology indicated in the guidelines (which was strictly followed by the secretariat), the 

group created a prototype consisting in a set of activities for students and parents/guardians to be 

implemented at school, based on the talents and skills which are already present in families, in order to create 

moments of engagement and also inspiration for youth. Specifically we wanted to creare concrete 

opportunities for sharing and exchange experiences between families and schools, ensuring the presence and 

commitment of parents/guardians for the continuous development of their children to reach their full 

potential, in the following ways: 

• Starting from the bottom, or from the students and their families - mapping the talents and skills 

present within the families, to identify which of these could be put at the service of the school to make 

it a more open and lived place; 

• Establishing, always guided by a sharing approach, which activities to structure and proceeding with 

the implementation of practical workshops for their implementation; 

• Creating training opportunities for parents and teachers, in which to address issues related to the 

problem of early school leaving and support for parenting; 

• Recording, through video / images, all the activities, with a double purpose: to see if the result has 

been achieved, but also to repeat and upscale the practice. 

This prototype, which took the form of a proper project proposal and was tested in a 1st grade secondary 

school in Palermo through: 

• A Focus group in a selected class, in which members of the secretariat presented the project to the 

students and collect their feedback; 

• A short online questionnaire to be filled by families (of the selected class, after the Focus Group); 

• A short online questionnaire to be filled by School Management and the referring teacher of the 

selected class. 

Feedback received showed that students would like to spend extra time in schools for extra curricular 

activities, but not together with their families; however, they would like to have their families involved in 

school activities; thus they comcluded that they would accept to implement separate and parallel activities 

with their families at school.Among the topic mentioned, science, music and sports were the most preferred 

ones.  

Results from the questionnaires filled by families and school staff showed that the majority believe that our 

social issue is urgent, that our solution could effectively solve it, and that they would like to be involved in a 

similar activity. 

After the piloting, based on the feedback received, the prototype was reviewed and discussed during the 6th 

session, and an action plan was created in order to ensure its sustainability. In the end, there is a strong 

interest from CESIE and the Municipality of Palermo in ensuring the prototype sustainability, that would be 

explored in the next months by monitoring national and EU funding opportunities. 
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Figure 1 – Session1_26.02.2020_Social Lab Palermo 
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1.6 Union of Municipalities of Casentino, Italy 
The Social Lab in Casentino was set up and carried out by the Head of social services of the Union of 

Municipalities in Casentino, Daniela Nocentini, supported by the staff of Oxfam italia. 

Members of Secretariat: Daniela Nocentini (UMC), Valentina Ciarpaglini (Oxfam), Anna Bartoli (Oxfam) 

Members of Social Lab team were teachers, social service workers, educators and referent for inclusion at 

school. 

All the meetings were held online (platforms: webex and zoom) from October 2020 until April 2021 in the 

middle of second and third “wave” of covid pandemic in Italy. 

The issue addressed was the “Inclusion of foreign pupils at school”,  particularly with regard to family 

involvement, intercultural facilitation and inclusive school communication. 

Union of Municipalities (UMC) is a local body that includes eight small mountain municipalities in the area and 

coordinates at administrative level. Casentino is one of the four main valleys in the province of Arezzo in 

Tuscany  and has about 48,000 inhabitants.  

Oxfam Italy has been collaborating with the UMC for years, carrying out educational projects in the area and 

offering intercultural mediation services and teaching Italian for foreigners in schools. 

Table 1 – Name of table 

SOCIAL LAB IN 

CASENTINO 
WHEN WHAT HOW 

I Session 13.10.2020 Challenges and Solutions Online 

II Session 01.12.2020 
Prototypes and Intervention 

Protocols 
Online 

III Session 02.02.2021 Testing Solutions Online 

IV Session 30.03.2021 Collection of Results Online 

V Session 20.04.2021 Future Development Online 

 

The social lab was supposed to take place in spring 2020, but obviously due to the pandemic, all activities were 

postponed. At first, the intention was to do it in presence, but as the months passed and the pandemic 

continued, conditions did not allow for testing the toolkit in presence and the social lab was held completely 

online. The Toolkit guided the planning and as much as possible the 6 steps of the methodology and activities 

were followed. 
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For reasons of timing and opportunity, instead of six sessions, four sessions plus a final evaluation and planning 

meeting were carried out.  The first two steps of the social lab: "identification of the challenge” and 

“identification of the stakeholders" were carried out independently by the Secretariat.  

This has been possible thanks to the local authority's deep knowledge of the territory, its issues and 

stakeholders.  The macro-challenge to be addressed was then chosen after an official conference (Zonal 

Conference for Education and Instruction) held in July 2020 during the meeting to co-design the Zonal 

Education Projects. Given the importance of the meeting and its purpose (students inclusion), it was decided 

to present the Soci@ll project, in particular the Social Lab methodology as a valid action to improve the 

integrated response to the needs of local schools.  Thanks to the presentation, it was possible to disseminate 

the beginning of the Social Lab in Casentino (October 2020) and to guarantee the participation of relevant 

stakeholders (teachers referent for inclusion, social cooperatives’ educators and local authorities). 

I Session "SOCIAL LABS AS A METHODOLOGY TO PROMOTE SOCIAL INCLUSION - CHALLENGES AND 

SOLUTIONS"  

The first meeting was attended by 23 people including teachers, local authorities, social workers, educators 

from social cooperatives and referents for inclusion in school. 

During the meeting, after the presentation of the project and the methodology, the general challenge was 

presented: the inclusion of foreign pupils at school. Subsequently, through a brainstorming session on the 

challenges of social inclusion, three ones that are more specific were identified to be focused on:  

1. Communication with family members; 

2. Facilitation in the classroom; 

3. Inclusion and participation of students in the classroom; 

 and for each of the three, participants were asked to share ideas and solutions (mentimeter has been used 

to facilitate the exchange). 

II Session: "PROTOTYPES AND INTERVENTION PROTOCOLS" 

The second session, in December, aimed to summarise the three main challenges that came out of the 

brainstorming session of the first meeting and the related ideas/solutions thought up by the Social Lab 

members and then proceed with the writing of the Intervention Protocols. 

List of challenges and ideas for solutions: 

1st Challenge: Involvement and linguistic and cultural facilitation with the family  

➢ create groups of foreign families for mutual help (Peer To Peer) 

➢ school communications written in two languages 

➢ production of information material and regular meetings during the year 

➢ Italian language courses for parents  

➢ Courses on school-family communication for mothers during school hours 
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2nd Challenge:  Inclusion and participation in class 

➢ Inclusive teaching: use of active, participative and constructive methodologies 

➢ Group work, role play, Italian L2 workshop 

➢ Facilitating communication with classmates with didactic games 

➢ boards for learning Italian language 

➢ help from classmates to support (mentoring) 

➢ multicultural teaching for the whole class 

3rd Challenge: Interculturality as a community asset 

➢ work on diversity as wealth as a practice, not as a one-off 

➢ playful-linguistic-cultural activities, narrative spaces (autobiography) 

➢ working through several reference figures such as teachers, facilitators  

➢ work in the classroom to highlight themes common to the various cultures and elements of 

uniqueness 

➢ readings and dramatization of stories about diversity, family, inclusion. 

 

From this list of ideas, detailed intervention protocols were developed. 

Intervention protocols were developed for each of the 3 identified challenges, some of which were more 

detailed and others which would need to be further developed. The protocols were reviewed by the 

secretariat between the second and third meeting and were chosen according to the feasibility of the 

proposed ideas. 

The most detailed and feasible ones turned out to be two ideas related to the first challenge, Linguistic and 

cultural involvement and facilitation with the family. 

Below are the two intervention protocols drawn up: 

Idea n.1: Create meeting groups for foreign and non-foreign families, for self-mutual help (peer to peer) 

What are the characteristics that I intend to test? What lessons are to be learnt? 

- Empowerment of foreign families in becoming promoters of inclusion paths  

- Ability to involve foreign families 

- Ability to bring together several cultures, even if different, with a single objective, i.e. the ability to help and 

be helped by those who, at first glance, you consider "different" through sharing. 

In what context would it be best to experiment? 
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- In schools, with the collaboration of schools 

- In the context of existing associations in the area 

- Possibility of also experimenting with some Meetings (think about this possibility: from January, organise 

information meetings on procedures, bonuses, etc.) 

Who should be invited to participate in the experimentation? How many participants should there be? 

- Families of foreign pupils, mediators, facilitators, educators, teachers, social workers, local authorities. 

How long should the experimentation last? 

- One year 

What are the roles of the members of the social lab during the process? 

- schools 

- Local authorities 

- Associations of foreigners 

- Professional figures: mediators, facilitators 

Idea n. 2: bilingual communications with foreign families (especially in light of the COVID emergency period) 

and production of information material 

What features do you intend to test? What lessons do you intend to learn? 

To improve official communication between schools and families; to increase a climate of collaboration by 

providing useful elements and explaining regulations and laws  

In what context would it be best for the test to take place? 

Joint work between the institutions in the area to identify common documents, the languages needed and 

how to disseminate them. For the latter, involve the Union of Municipalities and the individual municipalities. 

Who should be invited to participate in the experimentation? How many participants should there be? 

A school representative for each school involved, a representative of the administration involved, the Oxfam 

representative and the linguistic and cultural mediators. 

How long should the experiment last? 

- Dec I MEETING for the identification of documents and the drafting of shared materials 

- Jan II MEETING involving MLC and translations 

- Mar III MEETING personalisation and dissemination of materials.  

What are the roles of the social lab members during the process? 
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Each member of the Socia Lab can initially point out important documents, and then the people identified by 

the institutes, organisations and Oxfam will participate in the elaboration phase.  

III Session:  “TESTING AND SOLUTIONS” 

At the beginning of the third meeting, on February 2021, the two chosen intervention protocols were 

reviewed, then a more in-depth reflection was made on what are actually the obstacles and problems 

encountered by teachers (particularly in pre-school, primary and secondary schools) in communicating with 

the families of foreign pupils and the aspects highlighted were:  

-digital divide: a problem that emerged in particular during distance learning but which is still present 

throughout the year, for example in the difficulty of using the electronic record or in carrying out online school 

registration; 

-Italian language: the language of the school forms is very difficult, a specific vocabulary is used and the level 

of Italian, especially of the mothers, is very low, therefore there are serious difficulties in communication; 

-scholastic orientation: foreign parents often do not know the Italian school system well, scholastic orientation 

is needed especially in the transition from middle to high school and the importance of participation in school 

life is not always understood.  

In the light of this brainstorming session, a couple of actions were chosen to be put into practice and tested 

in the following two months: the translation into various languages of official forms common to schools 

(especially primary and secondary schools) and the organisation of meetings with families. 

The work was carried out by some members of the team, above all by some teachers and by Francesca T. , 

educator and teacher of Italian for foreigners from Oxfam Italia's cooperative, who has been working in the 

Casentino area for years. It was fundamental to find synergies with other projects and resources already 

present in the area in order to carry out the experimentation and put the ideas of the social lab into practice.  

IV Session “COLLECTION OF RESULTS” 

During the fourth session, after two months from the last meetings, the results of the experimentation were 

collected despite the fact that only 5 team members were present. At that time, Tuscany had returned to 

lockdown and distance learning in schools had resumed. Moreover, the meeting was held just before the 

Easter holidays, a period in which school boards etc. are held and the teachers were very busy. 

However, the results were collected using the "documentation review" model.  

In the almost two months between the third and the fourth meeting, Francesca coordinated the collection of 

forms for official communications to families common to most primary and secondary schools (authorisations 

and proxies, release and exits, choice of alternative subject, enrolment form 2021/22, new primary learning 

levels). Once selected, the documents were translated into seven languages by mediators and translators 

working with Oxfam italia intercultura. The languages chosen correspond to the majority of nationalities 

present in the Casentino area and are: Punjabi, Urdu, Bengali, Wolof, Chinese, Romanian and Albanian. 

In addition, one of the teachers of the social lab team organised the first meeting online with the families of 

her pupils, with two mediators present to support those parents who have little knowledge of Italian. The 

meeting was called "Dishes from around the world" and on the occasion of the Easter holidays families were 
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asked to share a typical recipe from their country. Ten pupils participated with their mothers and the exchange 

was pleasant and fun and allowed the teacher to finally have an exchange with one of the mothers who usually 

do not participate in school interviews or official school meetings. These results are the proof that an online 

meeting can sometimes encourage participation because it does not involve physical travel or being away 

from home and a safe space for dialogue can be created. 

To respond to the needs highlighted during the Social Lab, the Oxfam cooperative, again in collaboration with 

the Union of Municipalities, has organised three cycles of online meetings with intercultural mediation 

(Bengali, Albanian and Romanian) for families of foreign origin, to learn more about the school reality of their 

children, managing to use the new technological tools and improving the dialogue with the school.  

The topics covered during the meetings are as follows: 

1. What the school looks like (places, times and school staff) 

2. How the school communicates with families (the electronic register and school-family 

communications) 

3. School transitions (from kindergarten to high school, what changes?) 

4. The school and the Covid (safety measures, behaviour inside and outside school) 

V Session: "EVALUATION AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENT". 

As final session of the social lab we decided first to evaluate all the process and the methodology, the second 

part instead was dedicated to elaborate an action plan to capitalise on the outcomes and experience of the 

Social Lab and plan future actions (dissemination of translated documents, peer-to-peer meetings, guidelines 

for electronic register, school guidance, etc.). 

Participants reflected together and trough a brainstorming wrote down a plan. The local Authority played a 

key role because she was able to give a perspective on the feasibility of the whole plan. 

During the meeting, it became clear that cooperation between local authorities (union of municipalities), 

schools (teachers responsible for inclusion) and associations working in the area offering intercultural services 

(Oxfam’s social cooperative) is essential for networking resources towards a common goal, the inclusion of 

foreign pupils and their families.  

The Social Lab has created a virtual meeting table and has exploited resources already available on the 

territory. The intention of all participants is to take the social lab experience forward and promote it as a good 

practice to the relevant community. 

The translated documents are a concrete output to be disseminated and shared so that all schools in the area, 

and beyond, can adopt them. 

With regard to the Meetings school-families and Peer to Peer, it was understood how much there is a new 

need for intercultural exchange meetings of this kind and how useful they can be in engaging families of 

foreign origin, who are often excluded from both formal and informal meetings and interactions at school. 

Meetings breaks down distances, creates community and meetings online can also facilitate mothers' 

participation. 
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The local authority will present the results of the Social Lab during the next official meeting of the Zonal 

Conference for Education and Instruction in order to disseminate them as much as possible and to establish 

another Social Lab next year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – Session 3_02.02.2021_Social Lab Casentino 
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1.7 Câmara Municipal de Mathosinhos, Portugal 
The Social Lab in Portugal was set up and carried out by the Camara Municipal de Mathosinhos and the 

scientific partner Inova+. This Social Laboratory, as a transversal platform for cooperation for social inclusion, 

tried to bring together a heterogeneous team (which reflected the social diversity of the challenge to be 

addressed) which, through active involvement, sharing of experiences and collaborative work, sought during 

the project finding answer(s) to a challenge related to a social problem. 

During the period corresponding to the beginning of the Social Laboratory, an extended invitation was made 

to ecosystem interlocutors from local authorities, schools, NGOs, youth organizations and local development 

organizations. 

Note that this phase was marked by a new general confinement, which led to the sessions being held in an 

online context. This contextualization also possibly justified the reduced availability for participation. 

Despite what was presented, and since the secretariat team took over the constitution of the Social Laboratory 

team as a continuous process of stakeholder involvement, at the end of each session a summary document of 

the issues addressed was produced, thus taking place to renewed invitations to participate. 

Participants in the Social Laboratory sessions were: young scouts, students, members of technical teams 

allocated to schools (psychologists, speech therapists, social workers), representatives of the municipality, 

members of local development organizations, technical directors of private solidarity institutions Social. 

The challenge, created at an extended meeting of the Department of Social Intervention – Matosinhos 

Municipal Council, was addressed to “Overcoming stigma and discrimination in Mental Health”. The 

relevance of the theme of the challenge was consensual, since, because of the global pandemic we are 

experiencing, Mental Health has been a relevant source of concern for many specialists. 

Four sessions were held from January to March (considering the challenge identification session) 

SOCIAL LAB IN 

MATHOSINHOS 
WHEN WHAT HOW 

I Session 12.01.2021 Identify a specific challenge Online 

II Session 10.02.2021 
Engage key actors from 

different systemic levels. 
Online 

III Session 17.02.2021 Discussion and Prototyping Online 

IV Session 03.03.2021 Discussion and Prototyping Online 

 

I Step: Identify a specific challenge 
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 The challenge, created at an extended meeting of the Department of Social Intervention – Matosinhos 

Municipal Council, was addressed to “Overcoming stigma and discrimination in Mental Health”. The relevance 

of the theme of the challenge was consensual, since, because of the global pandemic we are experiencing, 

Mental Health has been a relevant source of concern for many specialists. 

II Step: Engage key actors from different systemic levels. 

The equipped Social Laboratory mapped the relevant stakeholders to build concrete solutions/actions in 

response to overcoming the identified challenge. 

III Step: Generate ideas and develop prototypes to test solutions that respond to the challenge 

In response to the challenge by launching awareness campaigns, the team spoke about the actions to be 

considered and, later, came forward with a proposal for planning future actions. 

Phase 1: Production of dissemination/information materials (posters, posters); 

Phase 2: Promotion of Awareness Actions (Tertúlias, Pod-Casts, Sessions); 

Phase 3: Commemoration of World Mental Health Day 

Due to the constraints generated by the pandemic context, there were methodological stages not reached. 

There is, however, the intention to continue the work started, by integrating the reflections generated in the 

Social Laboratory in the project “ACTIVELY”. This project by the Municipality of Matosinhos, which will have 

12 months of implementation, will address in a monthly bases various issues related to mental health. 

Participating in this project allowed contact with a different, flexible and very interesting approach that 

allowed the integration of various participants and their respective perspectives. There was a unanimous 

perception that the more information is shared, the better the foundations for the creation of innovative and 

shared solutions will be. 
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Figure 1 – Session 4_03.03.2021_Social Lab Portugal 
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1.8 Agios Athanasios, Cyprus 
The piloting in Cyprus was carried out by the municipality of Agios Athanasios, with the support of the scientific 

partner CARDET, from February to March 2021.  

CARDET and Agios Athanasios municipality planned out four online sessions to engage the participants and 

discussed the following topic: “Decrease violence in schools / decrease vandalism in community”. 

These sessions were planned online via Zoom due to the pandemic and the firstone was with members of the 

secretariat and the others with members of the Social lab team. 

The Social lab team consisted of 13 people, included:  4 member of Agios Athanasios municipality, 2 CARDET 

staff members, 2 psychologist and 5 educators, teachers and youth supporters. 

SOCIAL LAB IN AGIOS WHEN WHAT HOW 

I Session 11.02.2021 
Identification of 

issue/challenge 
Online 

II Session 29.03.2021 
Involving Stakeholder and 

discussion 
Online 

III Session 30.03.2021 Discussion and Prototype Online 

IV Session 31.03.2021 Collection of Results Online 

 

I Session: Identification of issue/challenge 

The main aim for this session was to plan the piloting and the session of the social lab methodology, finalized 

the agenda and invite the relevant stakeholder and participants to be envolved.  The member of the 

secretariat agreed on the topic “Decrease violence in schools / decrease vandalism in community”. 

II Session: Involving stakeholders to social inclusive platoforms 

At the second session pparticipants exchange ideas at first on how the perceived the thematic area “Decrease 

violence in schools / decrease vandalism in community” and what it means to them.  

They have pointed out:  

- We need to have cooperation between schools and the local Authorities (Community) 

- We need to target the problem and find solution that can address them  

- We need to provide to the target group additional exercises which they are interesting to them and 

facilitate change.  

- We need to have a strategic plan  

Problems Local authorities encounter: 
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- Local stakeholders pointed out the problem they encounter to do the work and tackle the issue.  

- They pointed out how important is the whole community to come together and work  

- Police can play an important role as a stakeholder 

- We need to have research and identify the gaps in order to arrange a holistic plan and engage the 

social lab methodologies. 

III Session: Discussion and Prototype 

Prototyping took place as part of the second and third session.  The main aim of the third session was to 

discuss and plan out an idea and a prototype on how we can address  the thematic area: “Decrease violence 

in schools / decrease vandalism in community” and how we can test our solutions we have provided.  

Participants exchange lovely ideas and they have pointed out:  

- We need to target the problem and find solution that can address them  

- We need to have a strategic plan based on research so our ideas can be implemented  

- We need to provide to the target group additional exercises which they are interesting to them and 

facilitate change.  

Ideas /  Discussion and Prototype: 

Local stakeholder’s authorities have pointed out that they notice vandalism within the parks. They have 

suggested to implement activities to young people that they hang out in parks and motivate them to make a 

change in their community. Perhaps they can implement activities, like meaningful graphite to walls, cleaning 

the park etc.  

- We need to motivate young people and make them feel that they can provide more to their 

communities.  

- We need to create a holistic model where Local Authorities will work together. Each school and local 

authority need to cooperate actively to provide change and tackle the issue.  

- School board, student representatives, parents needs to provide the issues they face and work 

together.  

- Policing neighbourhood can be an asset to be used 

IV Session: Collection of results 

The main aim of the fourth and last  session was to collect the results and discuss what have been presented 

the last 3 days.  During the collection of the results we had plan out an activity. Based on the SWOT analysis 

we mentioned the strengths, weekness, opportunities and theats we may encounter.  

Strenghts: 

- Reduce violent incidents 

- Reduce vandalism within the communities  

- Create job opportunities  

- Young people can have something that they care about  

- Awareness 

Weekness: 
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- Financial aspect  

- Understaff to implement the proposed solutions  

Opportunities: 

- Create job opportunities  

- Socialization  

Threats:  

- Lack of knowledge  

- Lack of support and coopareation  

- Lack of budget 

 

In conlcusion, social Lab needs operate with a diversified group. A lot of ideas where exchanged and the local 

authority felt motivated that most of them can be implemented and provide a new era of change. 

 

 

Figure 1 – Session 3_30.03.2021_Social Lab Cyprus  
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2 EVALUATION 

2.1 Evaluation of the Piloting 
At the end of the piloting all participants  has been asked to fill an evaluation questionnaire to collect feedback 

on the entire process and in particular on the Social lab methodology and the Toolkit for Local Authorities. 

2.1.1 Zabki Town (Poland) Evaluation 
Social Lab Methodology 

An evaluation of the methodology of the Social Lab by the participants indicates that around half of them 

understood said methodology. For a vast majority of the stakeholders, the Social Lab was an opportunity to 

re-examine and re-evaluate their work in a new and critical way in the context of social challenges. In spite of 

the fact that a considerable portion of the group did not think the Social Lab methodology was easy to 

implement, most participants would like to repeat that process in the future and use the methodology to 

identify new challenges. The opinion of most participants about the willingness to cooperate within the group 

was positive and they also had a favourable opinion about the entire process. 

As far as benefits resulting from learning the Social Lab methodology are concerned, the participants pointed 

out that they learned the importance of choosing an issue in an informed, planned, and responsible way in 

order to make further work on it possible. They emphasized the fact that they have learned a lot about 

cooperating with others and using their personal and professional experience. Another benefit was the 

relationships they formed with people working in their city and sharing the same profession. Thanks to the 

process, the participants appreciated just how important involvement and honest willingness are in their work 

and in working for the benefit of their social environment. They learned how to reach an agreement and 

express their shared conclusions, how to communicate as part of a team, and how to plan work with pupils. 

The Social Lab also gave teachers inspiration for their everyday work and motivated them to become involved 

in various projects. 

The group listed the following as elements which should be changed or improved:  

1.the way in which participants are chosen and the way in which they are made aware of their own capacity, 

willingness to act together and cooperate, internal motivation; choice of dates for sessions because the dates 

that were set were during summer holidays / holiday season and close to the beginning of the school term 

(when teachers tend to be very busy);   

2.more effort aimed at ensuring constant membership in the group.  

3.the COVID pandemic was an additional external factor making work more difficult with the necessity to 

adjust to current epidemiological requirements, apprehensions related to health and safety. This resulted in 

the sessions being moved out of doors where mosquitoes and street sound turned out to be quite distracting.  

4.it was also proposed that the Social Lab should end with a larger joint event. 

The overall opinion of the participants of workshops about the entire process was positive. They expressed 

their willingness to participate in such sessions in the future. Cooperation as part of teams and joint activity 

with people from various institutions were approved of and praised, as was the creative process for generating 

ideas and the division of activities into stages. 



  

30 

 
 

Toolkit 

The Toolkit made it possible to examine work related to social challenges from a different perspective and 

approach challenges from a new angle. Even though the motivation of group members was often external and 

even though the self-criticism of stakeholders often hindered their creativity, their final experience with the 

entire process is positive.  

The most useful part of the Toolkit were those tools which enabled the participants to focus on a specific 

example and tailor solutions to a particular issue instead of operating on a more abstract and general level. 

This is why the most effective tools seem to be the ones related to prototyping, including character-creation, 

solution-creation, and the formation of concrete prototypes. The M.U.D. method [from Polish “myśli, uczucia, 

działania” – “thoughts, feelings, actions”] (consisting in finding answers to questions such as: “What do you 

feel towards the end of the session?” in terms of thoughts, feeling, and actions) which the facilitators added 

close to the end of the session also proved useful. It made it possible for participants to focus on what they 

would like to do between sessions and why they find such activities important. 

What did work? Cooperation within teams, collaboration between people from different institutions, activities 

performed in stages, forming up a pool of ideas for possible activities, and cooperation of institutions from 

the same town. This could lead to actions beneficial for the entire town. 

However, it turned out that specific scenarios included too many activities per session. The plan of the first 

session included so many activities that the portion pertaining to the SMART methodology was moved to the 

second session. The layout and contents of the Toolkit are well-planned but it would nevertheless be a good 

idea to add more interactive work activities in sessions of the Social Lab. Some content is also repeated in the 

publication which renders it longer and less clear. Cards listing the most important activities and tools for a 

given workshop which trainers could use in the course of workshops would be useful. 

What did not work? Definitely changes of group members.  Work with a changing group is allowed under the 

methodology but, in practice, this turns out to be challenging and ineffective if the goal we set for ourselves 

is to drive real change in the local environment and to keep participants motivated. 

Due to this, the recommended approach is to treat sessions and their order with flexibility and alter those 

depending on what the group needs. Consequently, the facilitators decided to combine the first and second 

sessions, identifying the issue to be worked with during their meeting with the stakeholder group. It is very 

important to stimulate motivation in the group. Dedicating a considerable portion of the first meeting to 

introductions and group-building activities could make the group more involved in work at subsequent stages. 

It is also essential for the Secretariat to continuously stay in touch with the entire group and gather material 

which new participants joining meetings could study to reduce the time needed for explanations. 

2.1.2 Municipality of Palermo (Italy) Evaluation 
Social lab methodology 

4 people answered to the questionnaire, 3 from ONGs and 1 parent.  

75% thinks that the meetings helped them in understanding the Social Lab methodology; 50% that the Social 

Lab methodology allowed them to better face the issues of social inclusion; 75% thinks that the metholodogy 

was easy to be applied, and that they would use the methodology for facing new issues. Half of participants 
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think that the team was collaborative. 75% have a positive impression of the experience. Among the lessons 

learned, they declared: co-design; the fact of following a process until the creation of the prototype; how to 

use collaborative tools. Among the changes they would made: more stakeholders, more time. In general, they 

think that the methodology works, it is positive and scalable, but it also depends  on the group’s functioning, 

its heterogeneity and motivation. They also noticed that the historical  period coinciding with the 

implementation (during Covid-19 pandemic) did not help, especially for the impossibility to meet in person. 

Toolkit 

Secretariat members strongly believe/believe that: 

• The toolkit helped them in better understanding the Social Lab methodology ; 

• It helped in observing the way of solving social inclusion’s issues in a critical way; 

• The toolkit is clear; 

• It allowed to solve issues in a new way; 

• The group was collaborative (33% however disagree); 

• The general impression is positive 

The best part of the toolkit is the way how practical activities are expressed; the fact of having a well-

structured methodology, which include dialogue and cooperation among stakeholders. They would improve 

the toolkit making it more interactive and easy to use for external stakeholders. They think that the 

methodology works, but it is difficult to ensure the group participation and motivation; they also suggest to 

better adapt the methodology to the digital sphere, to organise more physical meetings, and to always include 

the target group in the discussion, not only when testing the prototype. 

 

2.1.3 Union of Municipalities of Casentino (Italy) Evaluation 
Social Lab methodology 

5 team members answered, all women and teachers of which 3 were referents for inclusion of foreign pupils 

(the same ones who took part in all 5 sessions of the Social Lab). 

The methodology was moderately successful, it helped them to see critically the way they usually deal with 

social inclusion challenges and they could use it in the future. The group was assessed as very collaborative 

and there was a very positive evaluation of the whole process. 

7. What did I learn from the Social Lab methodology? 

- "The sharing” 

- "The various comparisons with the course colleagues and cooperating together made it possible to find more 

strategies for different solutions, specifically on the area of foreign pupils and parents in our area "  

- “Interacting” 
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- "I learnt about all-round sharing and full co-responsibility in identifying/identifying/proposing/testing 

solutions/taking stock of an activated situation, in line with all the dynamics of a true and authentic 

partnership."   

- "that it is possible to use technology to compare and share proposals on projects of various kinds". 

8. What would you change about the Social Lab methodology? 

- "Nothing" 

- "Maybe the platform you connect with, as it doesn't always hold the connection." 

- "nothing" 

- "I would change nothing, maybe create more interactions at the level of lived experiences, between partners" 

9. What is your overall opinion about the methodology? What works? What doesn't work? 

- "I wish I had more time to devote to everything effectively." 

- "The Social lab course has produced new ideas and food for thought, moreover it has involved everyone on 

an equal footing, establishing new knowledge among us, both didactically and collaboratively".  

- "very good” 

- "In my opinion the methodology works, I would just give it more visibility at local level, creating synergies 

through "distant" experiences, which are not necessarily shared." 

- "Overall good, with the limitations posed by a not always good knowledge of the functions offered by the 

various platforms and problems of a technical nature. A bit tiring when working in Dad because there are many 

hours in front of the screen." 

10. Indicate any recommendations for improving the Social Lab methodology 

- "maybe more continuity... also between the interlocutors". 

Toolkit 

7. What was the most useful part of the Toolkit? 

The sharing of ideas that led to the development of good practices. 

 

8. What would you change about the Toolkit?  

It should be shorter and have fewer and more concise activities 

 

9. What is your overall opinion on the Social Lab methodology? What works? What doesn't work? 

The methodology is absolutely the best methodology to undertake successful paths. However, participation 

can often be the element that does not work, because it requires constant participation from all partners and 

if this is lacking, the whole process suffers. 

 

10. Indicate any recommendations for improving the Social Lab methodology 
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Stakeholders should be chosen wisely, only if the stakeholders are right and involved can an effective process 

be undertaken. 

 

2.1.4 Camara Municipal de Mathosinhos (Portugal) Evaluation 
Social Lab methodology 

“my final impression of this process is very positive” – all participants responded “agree” or “totally agree” 

Toolkit 

“the group was very cooperative” –  the answer provided was “agree” 

2.1.5  Agios Athanasios (Cyprus)  Evaluation  
Social Lab Methodology 

The evaluation of the Social Workshop methodology by the participants shows that the majority of them  

understood the methodology (62.5%) and the  social lab methodology made them look critically their practice 

when facing social challenges. For the vast majority of stakeholders, the Social Workshop was an opportunity 

to revisit and re-evaluate their work in a new and critical way in the context of social challenges. A significant 

part of the group find the Social Workshop methodology easy to apply (62.5%) , most participants would like 

to repeat this process in the future and use the methodology to identify new challenges (62.5%). The opinion 

of most participants about the willingness to work together within the group was positive and they also had a 

positive opinion about the whole process (87.5%). 

Six people answered the questionnaire evaluating the methodology of the social laboratories. 

To the question: 

• “the sessions helped to understand the laboratory's methodology” – all participants responded 

“agree” or “totally agree” 

• “the methodology made me look critically at my practice when facing social challenges” – all 

participants responded “agree” or “totally agree” 

• “the methodology is easy to implement” – all participants responded “agree” or “totally agree” 

• “I could use the methodology in the future to manage new challenges” – 50% responded “totally 

agree”; 33,3% responded “agree”; 16,7% “neither disagree nor agree” 

• “the group cooperated very well” – all participants responded “agree” or “totally agree” 

To the question: 

• “The toolkit helped me better understand the social lab methodology” – the answer provided was 

“strongly agree” 

• “the toolkit made me look critically at my practice when facing social challenges” –  the answer 

provided was “agree” 

• “the toolkit was clear” –  the answer provided was “agree” 

• “the toolkit allows me to face challenges in a new way”–  the answer provided was “agree” 
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The group listed the following elements that need to be changed or improved: 

▪ “Perhaps the speaking time by the participants during the workshop could be done in a different way 

with a specific speaking time -all around-“ 

▪ “I think it would be more helpful if we had already read relevant research so that we could base our 

answers on something.” 

The general opinion of the participants in the workshops about the whole process was positive. They 

expressed their willingness to participate in similar sessions in the future. The collaboration within groups and 

the joint activity with people from different institutions were approved and praised, as well as the creative 

process for generating ideas and the separation of activities into stages. 

Toolkit  

The toolkit allowed to look at the work related to social challenges from a different perspective and to 

approach the challenges from a new angle.  The evaluation of the toolkit for Local Authorities by the 

secretariat members shows that the majority (66.7%)  the toolkit helped them better understand the Social 

Lab methodology and also the toolkit made them look critically at their practice when facing social challenges. 

In addition, the member rate in full majority that the toolkit (description and instructions) were clear and the 

toolkit allow them to face challenges in a new way. Finally, the final impression about all this process is very 

positive with all the member rate that the fully agreed and their final experience of the whole process was 

positive. 

The participants in the question: “What was the most useful part of the Toolkit?” stated: 

- “The structure and content” 

- “Its something inovate, new and useful for Municipalities and the community in general.”  

 

The participants in the question: “What would you change in the Toolkit?” stated: 

- “Nothing”  

- “More visuals” 

In conclusion, what work best was the collaboration within the groups, collaboration between people from 

different institutions, activities carried out in stages, brainstorming ideas for possible activities and 

collaboration between municipalities and schools from the same city.  
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3 COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS  

3.1 In General 
Participants in all countries generally evaluated the whole process positively. 

Some of the criticalities that emerged are obviously linked to the implementation period, which coincided 

with the covid-19 pandemic, while others refer more specifically to the methodology itself, such as the 

difficulty in involving stakeholders and keeping their participation constant, and the lack of continuity, given 

the possibility that the members of the social lab may change during the sessions. 

What certainly worked was the collaboration between people from different institutions and fields of work. 

The testing showed that cooperation between local authorities, schools, professionals and associations in the 

area is the basis for innovation and social change at local level. The exchange and pooling of information, ideas 

and resources, which the methodology fosters, is an added value for the whole community. 

The Social Lab methodology is well structured and has been recognised as a new and useful collaborative way 

of addressing social inclusion issues. 

3.1.1 Comments and suggestions from Poland 
The COVID pandemic had a great impact on the process, both in terms of its planning and the sessions 

themselves. 

Placing more emphasis on keeping membership in the group permanent is important because, as of now, the 

Social Lab does not take changing membership in the group into account to a sufficient extent. The diversity 

was also insufficient – if it were improved, the entire process would have brought more innovative solutions. 

Teachers were interested in educational matters and the promotion of diversity while people of other 

professions who came to the first meeting did not even stay until its end. 

Constantly changing membership in the group was the greatest challenge. It was problematic for the 

facilitators who had to ensure a similar level of knowledge for all participants joining the process so that they 

all knew what the goal is, understood the process, and were able to work effectively. It would have been 

helpful if the same people from institutions participating in the process had taken part in all sessions. This 

problem was mentioned by the participants themselves on every session. 

Another challenge was the fact that the participants were somewhat apprehensive of taking real action and 

reluctant to leave their “It’s going to be nice, we’ll chat some but we won’t really have to do anything” comfort 

zone. On the one hand, such an attitude might be the result of fixed structures at their institutions and lack of 

funding. On the other hand, participants feared that no change may be possible anyway and their attitude 

could be expressed as: “why should I even say what I would like to do, there are regulations and laws and I am 

sure nothing will come of it in the end.” 

Another challenge was the lack of motivation among the participants, most of whom were delegated to take 

part in the sessions by their educational institutions (that was the case with teachers). Surprisingly enough, 

they seemed to crave real changes nevertheless, even minor ones. “Just to see that something is changing, 

anything.” Such a desire to see change happen may actually hinder more in-depth work related to innovative 

solutions. 
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Members of the group worked more intensively and with greater enthusiasm when operating as a large group, 

work in sub-groups was less effective. 

It also turned out that scenarios include too many activities per session. The plan of the first session was so 

full of activities that the part related to the SMART methodology was moved to the second session. The venue 

of the meeting (a municipal park) made the atmosphere relaxed, inspiring, and safer due to the 

epidemiological situation in the country but it was somewhat more difficult to focus on the tasks due to the 

noise of nearby street traffic and mosquitoes. Consequently, some comments and recommendations 

pertaining to the scenario were shaped by the unusual situation (epidemic) and the special character of the 

group.  

Members of the group kept changing. There was also one situation where there was a problem with contacting 

the participants. They waited for an official confirmation of a new meeting date (which they themselves 

requested) and had to call the relevant office on the day of the meeting to get such a confirmation. This shows 

just how important the Secretariat is – the local authorities should handle that function. We recommend that 

several meetings be held with representatives of local authorities before the process is started in order to 

clearly define the range of responsibilities and role of local authorities. It is important that the Secretariat 

include a person from local authorities also involved in group work.  

Every session required some preparation time before interaction could begin and some time for negotiating 

and explaining safety rules related to COVID. Work became much smoother when sessions were moved 

outdoor. 

Making the task more specific using the SMART methodology also took longer than we expected it would. 

Bringing the issue down to the level of a particular individual by means of creating a character for that purpose 

resulted in an interesting increase of involvement on the part of the participants. One final activity involving 

the MUD [myśli, uczucia, działania = thoughts, feelings, activities] methodology also proved effective, 

particularly as means for checking what the participants needed to strive towards taking action. The 

participants wanted to exchange contact e-mails out of their own initiative. They gradually started taking the 

issue more personally. All members of the group were women. They were all associated with education.  

In view of the fact that there was no certainty that the membership in the group would not change or that at 

least the core of the group would remain the same, the first and second session had too much content and it 

was not possible to examine the issue further; that is, even though they were different in terms of their exact 

form, they each dealt with very similar material. The membership in the group having been what it was, 

perhaps sessions should be more independent from one another, each one forming a closed whole and 

functioning on its own as a dynamic workshop. This would make them more beneficial to their participants. 

This is why we believe that the issue of choosing and retaining stakeholders should be revisited and 

reconsidered. The same is true for communication with them and for helping them move from external 

motivation to internal motivation and giving them a sense of agency. 

Session “Identifying Issue”: 

Action 1 - brainstorming resulted in the creation of a list of local issues. The entire Lab focused on taking 

specific actions. The participants exchanged knowledge and opinions during the first session at which they 

were the most diversified. The SMART session was postponed to the next meeting. 
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Session “Involving Stakeholders”:  

Due to varying degree of involvement of different local authority institutions, the session was altered to 

present collaboration opportunities with official institutions. The session was merged with the next one. 

Session “Empathizing”: 

The issue was narrowed down using the SMART methodology which proved ineffective due to changes of 

participants. The session was changed into an empathizing-based interview with one of the participants which 

proved a very important source of insights. 

Session “Prototyping”: 

The session started with a recap of what was achieved within the group and with explaining future goals; 

COVID-related rules for working indoors were also defined. Instead of creating written records of observations 

made, an exercise in creative doodling was used in order to instil a sense of safety and stimulate creativity. 

The ways in which ideas were proposed were adjusted to the needs and character of the group. Group 

brainstorming was broken down into smaller steps: first each participant was asked to propose as many ideas 

as possible, then ideas were proposed by sub-groups while at the same time the dynamic character of the 

exercise and time limits were kept. 

“Dot voting” was used as part of activity 3. After ideas were categorized as part of sub-groups, each participant 

received three dot-shaped stickers to mark their favourite ideas to avoid being influenced by the choices of 

other participants. This session evoked less enthusiasm among the participants than expected. As part of 

activity 5 and having moved outdoors, we used sheets using the Design Thinking methodology to summarise 

the prototyping stage. The participants created 3D prototypes in sub-groups. The empathic prototype stage 

was replaced with a 2-minute presentation of the prototype and feedback from other sub-groups. The most 

important element of the process was to develop the potential of ideas for innovation and then to adjust the 

prototypes to reality (loosely based on SWOT) so as to make completing actions 2.09 possible. 

Session “Action”:  

The plan of the session was considerably altered to adjust it to the needs of the group. In theory, the end 

result of the session was supposed to the actual change in order to increase the sense of agency among the 

teachers. Evaluation forms indicate that the participants considered networking a very important aspect of 

the project - it made them aware of the many opportunities for cooperation between institutions. The result 

of this was the creation of a shared platform for exchanging experiences and information via Google Drive, 

exchange of best practices, and a consideration of possible activities for the benefit of the town, and a 

proposed cyclical cooperation called “a year of activity.” In the months to come, the teachers should support 

one another in their projects and think about themselves as a part of a greater whole. 

To sum up: 

What did work? Cooperation within teams, collaboration between people from different institutions, activities 

performed in stages, forming up a pool of ideas for possible activities, and cooperation of institutions from 

the same town. This could lead to actions beneficial for the entire town. 
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What did not work? Definitely changes of group members.  Work with a changing group is allowed under the 

methodology but, in practice, this turns out to be challenging and ineffective if the goal we set for ourselves 

is to drive real change in the local environment and to keep participants motivated. 

3.1.2 Comments and suggestions from Italy (Palermo) 
The lockdown due Covid-19 was a constraint to reach and engage more stakeholders, especially considering 

the gap of time between the 2nd session and the 3rd session. The fact of the sessions passed from face-to-

face to online had also a negative impact, compromising the implementation of the project in real context and 

during the project implementation. Nevertheless, the methodology, sessions and materials revealed to be of 

high quality and adequate to the identification of societal challenges and possible solutions to overcome them, 

with joint efforts from different stakeholders. 

3.1.3 Comments and suggestions from Italy (Casentino) 
The Social lab in Casentino worked despite a gradual loss of participants from 23 at the first meeting to 8 at 

the last one. Certainly the emergency period had a big influence because both local authorities and the school 

community were facing unthinkable challenges and working in continuous emergency during the whole 

testing period. Therefore, it was not easy to propose further online meetings, nor to guarantee their 

continuity. Keeping a Social Lab alive requires commitment, creative effort and planning skills. Designing and 

imagining despite the total precariousness and uncertainty experienced on a daily basis due to the pandemic 

crisis was an added value of the lab. 

Close cooperation between associations/NGOs and local authorities is necessary for success because in some 

cases the activities envisaged by the methodology can be difficult for local authorities to implement, they are 

used to coordinating round tables but not to facilitating activities such as those proposed in the toolkit.  

The social laboratory should last at least one year in order to go through all the phases and have enough time 

for experimentation, and it would be useful to use a platform to facilitate communication between team 

members also in the periods between meetings. 

It was important to achieve concrete results, even if small, which could be taken up, developed and improved 

further. 

A lesson learnt is that for the success of the social lab it’s important to create synergy between projects, 

resources, coordination tables and the collaboration between associations and services already present in the 

area such as Oxfam, the Union of Municipalities and schools (referent teachers) in Casentino. 

3.1.4 Comments and suggestions from Portugal 
Due to the constraints imposed by Covid-19, the secretariat had to adjust the sessions, methodology and 

supports to the online setting, which was a challenge. Despite this, the feedback about the project and the 

Soci@ll Labs’ methodology was very positive and the municipality managed to engage experts and 

professionals acting in the field of education, mental health, youth support and social inclusion in the sessions 

and definition of the project. The methodology works, allows to establish synergies between different 

stakeholders and projects and can be well integrated at practices that involve social challenges.  
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3.1.5 Comments and suggestions from Cyprus 
The COVID pandemic extraordinarily affected the interaction, both as far as its arranging and the actual 

meetings. 

The participants where very engaging and satisfied with the material and social lab methodology.  

All participants register to the social lab platform and look on the educational material.  

To summarize the session what the impact was to coordinated effort between schools and local authorities, 

additional exercises and exchange ideas was the key to enable the cooperation and communication between 

the to links (shcool and community). The proposed activities and discussion can enable change and can impact 

the whole system.  

What can we improve? Is the cooperation between schools and local community, to have more space and 

time to implement more activities and the major issue that Local Authorities face beyond the support is the 

lack of funds to implement those proposed activities. 
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