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Let’s stop  
and reflect

INTRODUCTION • Let’s stop and reflect
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If you’re reading this, you’re likely someone 
who works hard to make the world a bit 
better. Thanks for doing all that you do. 

When you’re working on complex issues, 
we know how challenging it can be to stay 
focused without becoming exhausted or 
isolated. Often, the same work that enables 
us to change lives, fuel movements, and 
support collaborative innovation around 
the world can cloud the big picture. That’s 
why, even amidst the minutia, it’s important 
to stay connected to purpose—the impact 
you’re really striving to create—and to others 
who share it with you. 

Reflecting on the past year is a chance to 
connect to our highest purpose: to allow 
more people to collaborate at scale, and 
change the way the world solves problems. 
We hope to lean into that purpose by shar-
ing what we’ve learned in 2017. Our hope 
is that this may help the social sector as a 
whole to better nurture inclusion, innova-
tion and collaboration. 

Every day, we’re reminded that there has 
never been a time with so much human 
energy and creativity dedicated to solving 
global problems. However, the system fun-
neling that energy can be improved, and 
we feel a responsibility to help.

In this book, we want to share three ques-
tions that have been driving us and our 
work over the past year, and what we’ve 
learned as we’ve worked through them.  

PRIORITIZING INCLUSION: How might we 
be more intentional about who we include 
in social change work and the conditions 
we create for their success?

SUPPORTING SCALE: How might we sup-
port innovators and create impact at scale 
by designing for depth and breadth?

CHANGING SYSTEMS: How might in-
creased transparency in our work empower 
more people, fuel collaboration, and drive 
systems-level change?

In the pages that follow, we’re excited to 
share with you what we’ve learned about 
strengthening the sector through open 
innovation and community design. We’ve 
also added “Moments of Reflection”, exer-
cises throughout the report that you can 
use to reflect on your own work. 

We offer what we’ve learned with true 
humility. Whether you’re a funder, an 
innovator or working to improve the world 
in some other way, this is our invitation to 
join us in reflecting on our collective ap-
proaches to solving today’s most complex 
problems. We are eager for your feedback 
as well as your own reflections.

Here’s to another year, creating impact 
together.

 
Jason Rissman 
Managing Director, OpenIDEO



The OpenIDEO team, comprised of community 
builders, designers and storytellers, is on a mission 
to change the way the world solves problems.



To

HOW DO YOU STAY CONNECTED TO IT?

PEOPLE (WHO HELPS YOU STAY 
CONNECTED?)

INSPIRATION (WHERE DO YOU LOOK 
TO STAY INSPIRED?)

SELF CARE (WHAT DO YOU DO TO RE-
CHARGE AND TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF?)

WHAT ELSE?

Because

PURPOSE

Purpose
You now know our purpose: to allow more 
people to collaborate at scale, and change the 
way the world solves problems. What’s yours?

This is the first in a series 
of exercises to help you 
reflect on your own work

Let’s stop and reflect  • Moment of reflection
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The Problem

Our Approach

Our Reflection

New ideas and diverse perspectives 
are needed.

We recruit innovators with different 
backgrounds from around the world. 

How might we all have more impact 
by being more intentional about who 
we include?

We offer deep support for Challenge 
Top Ideas, but aim to ensure all par-
ticipants benefit.

How might we move entire fields 
forward by providing value to all 
participants?

We bring stakeholders together and 
empower individuals at all levels.

How might we all strengthen the eco-
systems in which we work?

To create impact at scale, innovators 
at all stages need support.

For innovation to flourish we need 
more collaborative systems.

PURPOSE

Guiding 
Themes
This report focuses on three themes 
that we think are important ingredi-

ents to accelerating social change. 
By stopping to reflect, we hope 

we’ll learn, improve our work and 
inspire others. 
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WHAT ARE CHALLENGES?
 
OpenIDEO Challenges use open 
innovation to accelerate ideas and 
connect people worldwide with 
tools, support, and each other 
to build real solutions for today’s 
toughest problems. They are 
usually supported by one or more 
sponsors interested in tackling a 
specific topic, like reducing food 
waste, or reimagining higher 
education. 

Throughout the Challenge process, 
OpenIDEO participants use design 
thinking to develop, refine, and 
scale their ideas, while connecting 
with a global community of innova-
tors, experts and funders. Top Ideas 
often receive funding or design 
support, and collaborations contin-
ue long after the Challenges end.

WHAT IS OPENIDEO?

For decades, IDEO has leveraged the hu-
man-centered design methodology to solve 
complex problems. In 2010, IDEO asked: 
how might we open up our method and mo-
bilize people to spark innovation where it’s 
needed most? Our answer: OpenIDEO.

We believe that to solve today’s complex 
problems, there need to be better ways to 
come together, share ideas, and coordinate 
action around the globe. 

Our open innovation Challenges allow us to 
help people worldwide break barriers, find 
support, and iterate on the ideas of many to 
create real change.

In 2017, OpenIDEO Challenges generated 
more than 5,000 new ideas and awarded 
more than $4.2 million in funding to both 
new and established organizations.

WHAT IS OUR COMMUNITY LIKE?

Today’s problems are too big to 
solve alone. Our work includes build-
ing communities online and around 
the globe, because we’ve seen that 
creating spaces for people to share 
skills and perspectives accelerates 
the journey to impact.

Our community is diverse—we are 
designers, teachers, funders, artists, 
activists, entrepreneurs, business 
leaders, city officials and community 
organizers. While our online commu-
nity is vast, we also organize in per-
son. Our community has local vol-
unteer-led Chapters running in more 
than 30 cities around the world. We 
also work with clients to design and 
manage collaborative networks to 
support their own change efforts.

Who 
We Are
OpenIDEO—IDEO’s open 
innovation practice—en-
ables people everywhere 
to come together and build 
solutions for today’s tough-
est societal problems. 
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We launch our first open 
innovation Challenge 
with Jamie Oliver, 
focused on healthy 
eating habits for kids

2010

OpenIDEO wins a Webby Award

We run a Challenge focused on 
making elections more accessible 
which helps inform an IDEO project 
with Los Angeles County to redesign 
the voting experience

2014 2013

An open innovation Challenge 
helps our partner mobilize 100,000 
people to become registered as 
bone marrow donors

2012
People around the 
world begin to gather 
in person to participate 
in our Challenges. This 
convenings eventually 
become our Chapters 
network

Teachers use OpenIDEO to 
teach students to apply 
human-centered design to 
real world problems

In partnership with IDEO.org, 
we launch the four-year 
Amplify program with the UK 
government to fund 
innovative solutions for 
international development 

A rapid response 
Challenge with the 
White House generates 
ideas that tackle the 
Ebola crisis 

2015 2016
For the first time, we award 
funding to innovators outside of 
our Amplify program through our 
Renewable Energy Challenge

2017
our most impactful year yet. We 
are excited to share some of the 
highlights with you in the 
following pages.

60
Sponsors and 
partners

16,232 
Ideas generated by 
the community

58
Open innovation 
Challeges tackled

BIVE, from the Social Business 
Challenge, has provided 
healthcare support to more than 
10,000 Colombians

2011
Ideas from 
Challenges start 
turning into 
real-world projects

We host thousands of in-person 
events on topics from higher 
education to food waste, including 
a week-long convening in San 
Francisco with thousands of 
participants exploring end of life

BY THE END OF 2017:Looking 
Back

Seven years have flown by. Since 2010, 
we’ve been inspired by the hundreds of 
partners and hundreds of thousands of 
community members who have rallied 
around our global efforts.
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OpenIDEO - OPEN REFLECTIONS

Year in   
Review
Over the years, we’ve learned that deep engage-
ment with partners and participants is key to 
creating radical and sustainable impact. In 2017, 
we focused on building strategic partnerships with 
organizations interested in catalyzing systemic 
change, and launched open innovation Challenges 
and Alliances tackling a range of issues:

BRIDGEBUILDER 
Challenge

How might we address urgent global chal-
lenges at the intersections of peace, pros-
perity, and planet in radically new ways?

Sponsor: GHR Foundation

CAREGIVING FOR DEMENTIA 
Challenge

How might we better support family care-
givers as they care for a loved one with 
dementia?

Sponsors: AARP Services, Inc., 
UnitedHealthcare

CIRCULAR DESIGN 
Challenge

How might we get products to people 
without generating plastic waste?

Sponsors: New Plastics Economy, Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, International Sus-
tainability Unit, Wendy Schmidt

DISABILITY AND INCLUSION 
Challenge

How might we reduce stigma and increase 
opportunities for people with disabilities?

Sponsor: Amplify - UK Department for 
International Development (DFID)

EARLY CHILDHOOD INNOVATION  
Prize & Alliance

How might we maximize every child’s po-
tential during their first three years of life?

Sponsor: Gary Community Investments

EDUCATION IN EMERGENCIES  
Challenge & Alliance 
 
How might we improve educational out-
comes for children and youth —particu-
larly girls— in emergency situations? 
 
Sponsors: innovationXchange, Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
+ MIKTA

Year in  Review 
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OpenIDEO - OPEN REFLECTIONS

NEW LIFE 
Challenge

How might we reimagine the new life 
experience by addressing the diverse 
challenges of all mothers, babies, and 
those who care for them? 
 
Sponsor: UCB, Sutter Health

REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH 
Challenge

How might we provide comprehensive 
sexual and reproductive health services 
to girls and women affected by conflict 
or disaster?

Sponsor: Amplify - DFID

YOUNG PEOPLE’S SEXUAL &  
REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH  
Challenge

How might we radically improve access 
to, and quality of, sexual and reproduc-
tive health education and services for 
young people?

Sponsor: United Nations Population 
Fund (UNFPA)

WATER RESILIENCE 
Challenge 

How might we apply new technologies to 
make agriculture and water systems more 
resilient in the face of climate threats?

Sponsors: GoodCompany Ventures, 
Comcast (machineQ), William Penn 
Foundation

  

FALL PREVENTION 
Challenge

How might we enable older adults to 
live their best possible life by prevent-
ing falls? 
 
Sponsor: AARP Services, Inc.

FOOD WASTE 
Alliance

How might we dramatically reduce food 
waste by transforming our relationship 
with food?

Sponsor: The Rockefeller Foundation

FUTURE OF HIGHER EDUCATION  
Challenge 
  
How might we better prepare all 
learners for the needs of tomorrow by 
reimagining higher education? 
 
Sponsors: Department of Education, 
Georgia Institute of Technology, ASU 
GSV Summit, Level Education from 
Northeastern, USA Funds

GRATITUDE IN THE WORKPLACE 
Challenge

How might we inspire experiences 
and expressions of gratitude in the 
workplace?

Sponsors: Greater Good Science Cen-
ter, John Templeton Foundation

HEALTHCARE ACCESS 
Challenge

How might mobile technology help 
improve access to healthcare? 
 
Sponsor: Sandoz

JOIN OUR TEAM 
Challenge

We harnessed the power of our plat-
form and community to hire a visual 
designer through an open innovation 
Challenge!
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As the name suggests, OpenIDEO was founded 
upon the principle of openness. We believe 
there’s value in enabling anyone anywhere to join 
efforts to address global problems. Over time, 
we’ve also learned the importance of proactively 
and thoughtfully designing communities for 
social innovation: 

Identifying the diverse participants most 
relevant to a social challenge 

Learning about those potential 
participants’ needs 

Creating the conditions for these 
participants to contribute and innovate 
successfully

We’ve seen how diversity of thought can lead 
to innovative solutions, which is why we aim 
to include all kinds of actors in varying roles 
suited to their unique capabilities. In 2017, we 
learned a great deal about community design 
and the importance of being more intentional in 
including diverse perspectives to address societal 
problems. We hope you might be able to apply 
some of these insights to your own work. 

Prioritizing 
Inclusion



PRIORITIZING INCLUSION • Finding Your People

Finding Your 
People
How might we identify and include the right 
participants, not just those we know best?

Whatever our engine of social change, we all 
make choices about who we seek to include in 
our work. How intentional are you about who 
you invite in? If you haven’t yet dedicated much 
energy to identifying and including diverse voices 
in your work, you might risk excluding those 
who could offer unique value throughout the 
process—through ideas, expertise, or personal 
experience—while reinforcing unjust barriers 
and biases. 

We’ve learned the hard way that finding and 
pulling in the right voices is challenging, yet 
we’re convinced it’s worth the effort. It’s not 
enough to simply put out a call and wait for the 
right people to respond. We need to invest in 
non-traditional approaches.

After all, it’s not just about what or who you 
know, it’s also about what you don’t know, and 
who can help you learn. 

24

Amplify Top Idea and grantee 
We Love Reading discovered 
OpenIDEO from a peer 
organization.  

Photo credit: IDEO.org
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PRIORITIZING INCLUSION • Finding Your People

D-Rev, a Top Idea of the Disability 
& Inclusion Challenge, developed 
ReMotion Pro, a prosthetic knee 
specifically designed for active 
amputees in rural areas.

 
Photo credit: IDEO.org
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U.K.’s Department for International Development 
(DFID) was hungry for a new approach to identi-
fying and funding community-informed solutions 
in low and lower-middle income countries. They 
wanted to move beyond their usual suspects and 
support organizations that deeply understood 
the needs of their beneficiaries. 

In 2013, they came together with OpenIDEO 
and IDEO.org to launch Amplify, a program that 
identified innovative partners through a series of 
Challenges, and enabled investment in early-stage 
solutions. The four-year program focused on 
bringing a transparent and collaborative approach 
to tackling topics like education for refugees, 
youth empowerment, and women’s safety. 

The ongoing nature of the program allowed us 
to experiment with different outreach approach-
es, such as enlisting well-networked communi-
ty managers on the ground, and tapping into 
already widely-used channels like Facebook and 
WhatsApp to intentionally target niche organiza-
tions in specific geographic areas. We also tested 
and refined our technology and process to be 
more accessible. 

Over time, our evaluation criteria evolved in 
response to the program’s learnings. Once a 

CASE STUDY

Expand Your Criteria

Partners:  
U.K.’s Department 

for International 
Development, 

IDEO.org

Project:  
Amplify Disability 

& Inclusion 
Challenge



WHOWE ARE  • Finding Your People • Case StudyPRIORITIZING INCLUSION • Finding Your People

Top Idea was selected through one of the eight 
Challenges we ran, IDEO.org provided them with 
design support and funding for 18 months to 
bring their ideas to life. Based on the experience 
of these long-term engagements, we recognized 
how prioritizing strong insights and adaptable 
teams over detailed project plans not only made 
Challenges more inclusive, but also helped to 
attract ideas that were the best fit for Amplify. 
In addition, we also prioritized qualities like a 
willingness to try new approaches, and possibly 

to fail along the way, in 
service of learning quickly. 
These adaptations allowed 
us to connect with organi-
zations that have stronger 
community connections 
and a deeper understand-
ing of community needs. 

In 2017, we hosted an Am-
plify Challenge focused on increasing opportuni-
ty for people with disabilities (PWD). We tapped 
into many of our earlier learnings and prioritized 
the inclusion of Disabled Persons Organizations 
(DPOs). Through high-touch outreach and by cre-
ating accessible resources, we were able to iden-
tify and support dozens of local DPOs through 
the Challenge. Their perspective helped to shape 
our global discussion, and helped the Challenge 
stay rooted in the true needs of PWDs globally. 
Ultimately, more than 25 percent of evaluated 
ideas came from local DPOs or DPO networks.

84%
of Disability & Inclusion 

Challenge applicants had 
worked on the ground in 

their country of 
implementation

292828

“We love the Amplify model 
because it allows us to ex-
plore our idea and focus on 
testing. Through this process, 
we have been able to grow 
our vision into something 
tangible and implementable. 
The platform is non-tradition-
al, just like us, and we appre-
ciate being able to share our 
idea and solicit feedback.”
Ally Salim Jr., Amplify Disability & Inclusion Challenge participant 



PRIORITIZING INCLUSION • Moment of reflection
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WHAT CAN YOU LEARN ABOUT WHERE THEY ARE MOST ENGAGED? HOW MIGHT 
THAT HELP YOU ADJUST YOUR OWN PROCESS TO INCREASE ENGAGEMENT?

WHO DO YOU WANT TO BE INTENTIONAL ABOUT INCLUDING IN YOUR PROCESS? 
DRAW THEM!

WHY AREN’T THEY CURRENTLY 
ENGAGED IN YOUR PROCESS?

They might not know about our 
work, they’re intimidated by our pro-
cess, or they lack resources.

WHAT OTHER PROCESSES ARE THEY 
ACTIVELY ENGAGED IN? WHY?

They often have informal networks 
with others who live with disabilities 
or lead DPOs in their area as well.

Do high—touch outreach by sharing the opportunity to local, municipal or coun-
try-level funding agents and connecting with informal DPO networks

Example: Before we launched Amplify’s Disability & Inclusion Challenge, we mapped out the 
participants we wanted to involve in this effort, and identified DPOs as important—and often 
overlooked—actors.

DPOs—Grassroots, local organizations 
in the disability and inclusion space, 
generally led by those with disabilities.

Who Is Your User?
Bringing a diverse group of actors to the table requires 
intentionality. Below is a list of guiding questions to 
better understand: How might we identify and include 
the right participants, not just those we know best?



PRIORITIZING INCLUSION • Creating the Conditions

Creating the 
Conditions
How might we design the conditions for the 
right participants to meaningfully engage in 
the innovation process?  

Even the most well-intentioned and well-resourced teams 
struggle to bring the right participants into the process 
because they’ve failed to design the right conditions. This 
work is demanding, but important and rewarding, and 
something we’re always trying to do better. 

Sometimes we inherit systems that don’t allow the 
right participants to get involved. Take the Request 
for Proposals (RFP) process, for example—a system to 
help funders identify new partners. RFPs are intended 
to help funders cast a wide and inclusive net, yet often 
fail to be discovered (let alone communicate with res-
onance) beyond a funder’s existing networks. This can 
result in unfair advantage to those with better access 
and more cultural proximity to a funder. 

We need to design conditions that allow more diverse 
actors to engage with our process and voice their 
perspectives. The burden to participate should not fall 
solely on them. Instead, we need to understand and 
eliminate barriers to entry, and provide meaningful 
incentives that support participation.

During the Caregiving for Dementia 
Challenge, caregivers were invited to 
workshops with innovators and health 
experts, where they shared experiences 
and prototyped ideas.

33 3332



PRIORITIZING INCLUSION • Creating the Conditions

Jessica is a full-time caregiver 
that participated in the 
Caregiving for Dementia 
Challenge. By covering the 
cost of a nurse to care for 
her mother, we ensured that 
Jessica could participate in a 
local Challenge event where 
she co-created a solution with 
one of the design teams.

353434

We partnered with AARP Services Inc. (ASI) to 
launch the Caregiving for Dementia Challenge to 
surface solutions that would help caregivers of 
those suffering from dementia. The end user was 
clear from the outset: caregivers. What was less 
clear was how to create the conditions for care-
givers to actively participate in creating solutions 
with us. 

During the process, we discovered just how di-
verse the needs and identities of caregivers really 
are. We met caregivers who were supporting 
loved ones remotely in other cities. We met care-
givers who had dementia themselves. We met a 
25-year-old recent college graduate, caring for 
her elder father, while also trying to balance her 
own life and friendships.

We met them in a variety ways, from attending 
community events, to connecting with leaders 
of caregiver networks, and even tapping into our 
own individual networks. 

To help reduce barriers to their participation, we 
invited this diverse group to a series of in-person 
workshops across the United States. Here, they 

Partner:  
AARP Services Inc.

Project:  
Caregiving 

for Dementia 
Challenge

CASE STUDY

Understand Needs and 
Remove Barriers
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could share their stories and help innovators test 
assumptions about what caregivers look like, 
experience and need. Together, caregivers and 
innovators worked on brainstorming and proto-
typing solutions that they could give feedback on 
in real time. 

In order to ensure the caregivers could attend 
these events, we needed to remove their barriers 
to participation. So, we helped cover the cost of 
respite care and transportation, and we made 
sure venues were easily accessible. Most impor-
tantly, we designed an experience where caregiv-
ers could themselves find value in the workshops. 
We had heard that many of them wanted to feel 
less alone, so we built teams around them and 
their experiences.

“I gained from the work-
shop, including feeling less 
alone in my positions on 
caregiving, and left reas-
sured that other innovative 
thinkers are examining the 
challenges of caregiving.” 
Caregiving for Dementia Challenge workshop participant

1:1
Every team worked with 

a caregiver to gather 
user insights and 

co-create a prototype
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PRIORITIZING INCLUSION: 
WHAT WE’VE LEARNED

Insight 1: Shake up your evaluation criteria 
to ensure you’re going beyond the usual 
suspects.

Insight 2: Tap into well-connected commu-
nity members who can help spread the word 
and recruit new participants.

Insight 3: Experiment with different forms of 
media and communications to reach people 
with limited access.

Insight 4: Explore offline events that can 
help include those who might not otherwise 
participate.

Insight 5: Remove barriers to participation 
and design the conditions for diverse actors 
to be successful.

Open questions
How might we improve inclusion through 
Challenges and other initiatives that utilize 
multiple languages?

How might we remove bias from our evalu-
ation of ideas—for example, by building em-
pathy, reexamining the questions we ask, and 
better preparing for the process of reading 
and reviewing?

38

The founder and director of We 
Love Reading, a Top Idea of 
Amplify’s Refugee Education 
Challenge, speaks with a volunteer 
in Uganda. 

Photo credit: IDEO.org
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We all want our work to drive impact at scale. 

Many models look to achieve scale by going 
deep with a small number of partners. Going 
deep works—and we’ve been excited to see 
the open innovation process enable funders 
to make better bets, de-risk innovation, and 
learn how to best help their new partners 
test, iterate and grow. But we’ve also seen 
that focusing exclusively on depth means 
losing a different opportunity for impact 
at scale: supporting a large number of 
innovators in ways that collectively advance 
the field. 

Through open innovation, we’re learning 
about supporting depth and breadth 
simultaneously. At a minimum, it’s about 
making sure all innovators genuinely benefit 
from engaging with us. 

Supporting 
Scale



SUPPORTING SCALE • Going Deep to Accelerate Impact

How might we de-risk innovation and find 
better matches for support through more 
open processes?

Funding innovation is difficult. It requires being 
open to new thinking and managing risk amidst a 
sea of uncertainty. Over the past few years, we’ve 
learned a lot about how open innovation helps 
explore and vet new opportunities for funders. In 
2017, we learned more than ever by launching four 
different Challenges offering $1 million or more to 
Top Ideas. 

From this experience, we were inspired to see how 
an open process helped funders gather better 
insights into the markets, people and projects they 
were considering for investment in several ways:

• It helped them quickly scan the range of 
possibility

• It accelerated their vetting process
• It helped them find better matches by seeing 

innovators in action

N
A
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A
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NAVIGA TION
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Peace Direct, a Top Idea of 
the BridgeBuilder Challenge, 
supports cooperatives of 
people affected by war 
to produce ethical and 
environmentally-friendly 
gold in the DRC.

Going Deep to 
Accelerate Impact
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SUPPORTING SCALE • Going Deep to Accelerate Impact 

GHR, a Minneapolis-based foundation, was 
ready for a radical experiment. Instead of 
their usual invite-only request for propos-
als, they wanted to find and engage deeply 
with new organizations that were never 
previously on their radar.

The foundation approached OpenIDEO to 
start a three-year program, committing 
$3 million to fund new solutions to glob-
al problems at the intersection of peace, 
prosperity, and planet. The first Bridge-
Builder Challenge exposed GHR to poten-
tial grantees from all over the world, and 
allowed them to ask questions and better 
understand what each participant could 
offer. The open process also helped partic-
ipants test and collect feedback on ideas 
in the community, while receiving sup-
port from experts on the platform, which 
strengthened these ideas along the way. 
For the participants, it was a very different 
kind of grant-writing experience. 

After the first Challenge, the innova-
tors who shared the $1 million award 
were brought together for a three-day 

Partner:  
GHR Foundation

Project: 
BridgeBuilder 

Challenge

CASE STUDY

Open Up the Process

LIFT Chicago empowers families to break the cycle of poverty. Through the BridgeBuilder 
Challenge and grantee workshop, they were able to more deeply embed human-centered 
design into their project roadmap and organizational culture.



SUPPORTING SCALE • Creating the Conditions • Case StudySUPPORTING SCALE • Going Deep to Accelerate Impact

workshop. There, the GHR team met the 
innovators and learned even more about 
each project’s unique needs and the best 
ways to support them. In the process, 
participants and GHR also learned from 
each other’s insights, found overlaps, and 
formed deeper relationships to guide their 
collective journey forward. 

“Our process to select efforts 
to fund via our partnership 
with OpenIDEO was a step in 
a completely new direction for 
GHR. We wanted to find an 
innovative way to more pro-
actively seek out solutions to 
emergent issues. The Bridge-
Builder Challenge was our 
first open call process and it 
opened our eyes to the poten-
tial for creating and expanding 
impact via open innovation”.

Mark Guy, Senior Program Officer, Global Development, GHR 
Foundation

660
proposals were received by the 
BridgeBuilder Challenge with 

participation from 185 countries 
around the world
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Supporting Scale • Going Deep to Accelerate Impact • Moment of reflection

He gets the news on a 
video call that he is one 
of the five Top Ideas in 
the 2017 BridgeBuilder 
Challenge

Achaleke learns about 
the BridgeBuilder 
Challenge through an 
OpenIDEO email

He joins a webinar to 
learn more about the 
effort and realizes he 
might be qualified

He doesn’t hear from 
OpenIDEO as he awaits news 
on whether he’s been selected 
for the Shortlist

He’s notified that his 
idea has progressed to 
the next stage of the 
Challenge: Refinement

During Refinement, 
he joins the storytell-
ing webinar to refine 
his idea

He edits and builds 
on his idea based on 
feedback

He receives comments and 
feedback from OpenIDEO, 
the GHR Foundation and 
other OpenIDEO community 
members

He posts his idea—Local Youth 
Corner Cameroon, a youth-led NGO 
focused on promoting youth em-
powerment and peace—which is a 
time-consuming process

48 49

In order for us to understand how we can 
more deeply support those we serve, 
we must put ourselves in their shoes. By 
understanding their journey, and noting 
moments of pain and delight, we can more 
clearly understand how we might best 
support them at different moments, or 
how we can modify our process to better 
serve their needs. 

What’s the user jour-
ney map for a stand-
out idea?
Below is a journey map for Achaleke, a Top Idea from 
the 2017 BridgeBuilder Challenge. How might you cre-
ate a similar map for one of your participants?

Moments 
of delight

Moments 
of pain

https://youtu.be/aoj8NAmNcCM


SUPPORTING SCALE • Going Broad to Advance the Field 
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While a funder’s objective is often to find the best 
organizations to support, we must not ignore the 
impact we have on the many more that aren’t a fit. 

In order to provide the most value for the most 
participants, our open innovation Challenges guide 
innovators through the human-centered design 
process, helping hone innovation skills as they test 
their assumptions, gather feedback, and iterate and 
improve on their ideas. By publishing ideas openly, 
we share knowledge that’s often locked behind 
RFP firewalls, which accelerates learning, collabo-
ration and progress. We’ve also leaned into helping 
our participants connect with experts, mentors and 
other inspiring innovators as we know how invalu-
able a community of support can be. 

We’re excited to invest in ways for open innovation 
to create more value for more people—because 
advancing a field is about more than just funding 
the best ideas. 

Going Broad to 
Advance the Field 
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Karam House, which participated in the Education 
in Emergencies Challenge, is a community 
innovation workspace where Syrian refugee youth 
turn their passions and ideas into realities.

How might we ensure that all participants 
benefit from our processes?



What are Alliances? OpenIDEO Alliances are curated communities that 
help people with a shared purpose find support, build partnerships, and 
use design to advance solutions.
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SUPPORTING SCALE • Going Broad to Advance the Field  

RISE has developed a software solution to support 
aid agencies in addressing educational gaps during 
humanitarian situations. They were a shortlisted idea in the 
Education in Emergencies (EIE) Challenge and are an active 
member of the EIE Alliance, where they are continuing to 
collaborate and improve their innovation.

Along with several corporate, academ-
ic and government partners, OpenIDEO 
helped the Australian Government’s 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
(DFAT) launch a global Challenge to sur-
face ideas to improve educational out-
comes in emergency situations.

Top Ideas from the Challenge received 
a share of US $1.5M. But DFAT was also 
interested in building a broader community 
of innovators beyond Challenge winners. 
They recognized that there was so much 
value in the shortlist: ideas and innovators 
that didn’t win the Challenge, but exhibited 
great potential and were hungry to contin-
ue collaborating and developing. 

To that end, we launched a six-month 
Education in Emergencies (EiE) Alliance, 
a virtual accelerator program and online 
platform. The Alliance aims to support 
innovators by enabling knowledge sharing 
with other innovators, providing connec-
tions to partners and mentors, as well as 
access to additional funding pools. We’re 
eager to see how this cohort of future lead-
ers benefits and supports the development 
of the broader field. 

CASE STUDY

Support the Shortlist

Partners: 
innovationXchange, 

Australian 
Department of 

Foreign Affairs and 
Trade + MIKTA

Project:  
Education in 
Emergencies 

Challenge

https://beta.openideo.com/alliances?_ga=2.211514781.965758748.1527010858-347404227.1520882378


CASE STUDY

Support All Participants
In 2017, OpenIDEO and the Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation partnered 
on the Circular Design Challenge to 
reduce plastic waste. 

One goal for the Challenge was to 
launch a cohort of early innovators 
in the space, and find new ways to 
create a valuable experience for all 
participants throughout the Chal-
lenge journey.  

With $1 million in funding offered 
for Top Ideas, we created funding 
tiers to ensure a diversity of ideas 
were represented in the Challenge 
and received support, recognizing 
participants’ different stages of 
development. Along the way, more 
than 100 participants were carefully 
matched with relevant experts and 
mentors who provided one-on-one 
feedback. Additionally, anyone 
who participated in the Challenge 
had access to regular webinars led 
by plastics and circular economy 

Partners:  
New Plastics 

Economy, Ellen 
MacArthur 

Foundation, 
International 

Sustainability Unit, 
Wendy Schmidt

Project:  
Circular Design 

Challenge
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SUPPORTING SCALE • Going Broad to Advance the Field 

Kumala from Indonesia had an idea to replace single-use detergent sachets with refillable 
containers. Through the Circular Design Challenge, Kumala was matched with an expert 
advisor, and met fellow community member Anne from Germany, who helped her build, test 
and launch the idea with local shop owners. Ultimately, they received a $10,000 “Ideator’s 
Award” prize for innovative early-stage ideas.
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SUPPORTING SCALE • Creating the Conditions • Case StudySUPPORTING SCALE • Going Broad to Advance the Field 

experts, supplemented with customized toolkits 
and content.

Hundreds of participants walked away with a 
deeper understanding of the topic, strength-
ened connections with other innovators and 
funders, and joined an ever-growing circular 
design movement.

“Even if we can’t get fund-
ing, our project is still go-
ing because of the rela-
tionships we’ve made and 
the community created 
through working with 
OpenIDEO.”
Heshima Kenya, NGO and runner-up in the Education in 
Emergencies Challenge

200k+
units of packaging that SOL-CAP 
has sold thanks to exposure from 
the Challenge. SOL-CAP was not 

a Challenge winner.
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Supporting Scale • Going Broad to Advance the Field  • Moment of reflection

HOW MIGHT YOU IMPROVE YOUR EXISTING PROCESSES FOR THE BENEFIT OF 
PARTICIPANTS? WHAT PATTERNS DO YOU SEE AND WHAT SCRAPPY EXPERIMENTS 
MIGHT YOU BE ABLE TO TEST?

How do you ensure as 
many participants as 
possible benefit from 
your process?

Human-centered design tools and expertise, global community of experts and mentors

Build a basic tool to manually match innovators to mentors and resources; use feed-
back on the tool to eventually create a formal algorithm for matching.

WHAT UNIQUE RESOURCES DO YOU HAVE TO OFFER? WHAT ARE SOME CREATIVE 
WAYS YOU CAN SHARE THEM?

Sponsors, former Challenge advisors, influencers with networks, deeply committed 
community members, edge innovators that bring an unusual perspective

WHO IS IN YOUR NETWORK AND WHAT IS THE UNIQUE VALUE THEY BRING TO 
THE TABLE? 
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SUPPORTING SCALE • Creating the Conditions • Case StudySUPPORTING SCALE • Going Broad to Advance the Field  

SUPPORTING SCALE:  
WHAT WE’VE LEARNED

Insight 1: Create a two-way exchange so partici-
pants get feedback from you—and you can learn 
more about how they think and act.

Insight 2: Open up your process so participants 
can share knowledge and learn from each other 
along the way.

Insight 3: Consider sharing an approach like hu-
man-centered design to help guide participants 
and advance projects.

Insight 4: Connect participants to mentors and 
experts to strengthen ideas through feedback.

Insight 5: Create a community of practice so 
participants can continue collaborating going 
forward. 

Open questions
How might we better leverage technology to help 
match more participants with each other, with 
skilled volunteers, and with experts?

How might we share more knowledge about the 
topics we take on and the opportunities/gaps 
we see?
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A community reconciliation ceremony 
in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, supported by 2017 
BridgeBuilder Top Idea, Peace Direct.



Introduction 

Changing 
Systems

3
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To create the change that’s needed today, 
we need to consider how we can improve the 
systems in which we work. Over the years, we’ve 
learned that by supporting individuals and 
organizations, we can also contribute to broader 
systems change—shifting the relationships and 
power structures that affect our work in the 
social sector. 

We’ve seen firsthand how innovation can be 
much more than the process of bringing new 
thinking to life: it can provide a gravitational pull 
around which stakeholders can begin to orbit. 
While we know open innovation is not a silver 
bullet, we are optimistic about the impact that 
well-designed provocation and well-fostered 
creativity can have. 



3 •  CHANGING SYSTEMS • Building Collaborative Networks

Building 
Collaborative 
Networks
How might we align and mobilize diverse 
stakeholders around innovation efforts?

NAVIGA TION

At IDEO, we’ve long believed that collaboration 
fuels innovation by enabling diverse perspectives 
to build on each other. Through open innovation, 
we’ve begun to see that the converse is true as 
well: that certain types of innovation can actually 
fuel collaboration.

We often hear about the need to break down si-
los and collaborate around societal problems, but 
the truth is that collaboration is hard. Perhaps it’s 
even counter-cultural within competitive systems 
with finite resources. 

We’ve seen how open innovation helps build net-
works ripe for deeper collaboration. By bringing 
experimentation and community organizing out 
into the open, we recruit diverse stakeholders to 
learn together, connect across differences and 
debate approaches to their work. Sometimes they 
even dream and work together.
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Inspired by the End of Life Challenge in 2016 and 
supported by an OpenIDEO Alliance in 2017, Reimagine 
End of Life is a week of events in multiple cities helping 
communities explore big questions about life and death.



SUPPORTING SCALE • Building Collaborative Networks • Case StudyCHANGING SYSTEMS • Building Collaborative Networks

In 2016 we launched Challenges on two very 
different topics—reducing food waste and 
reimagining the end of life—that shared the 
ambitious goal of aligning diverse stakehold-
ers to fuel emerging movements. For both 
Challenges, we recruited innovators, experts, 
investors, community organizers and others 
to learn together and explore opportuni-
ties for collaboration. Then, we went a step 
further: recognizing that it takes commit-
ted and active communities to drive lasting 
change, we helped to launch OpenIDEO Alli-
ances on both topics in 2017. Through these 
Alliances, we helped food waste innovators 
connect with industry leaders, and helped 
Reimagine End of Life to foster community 
as it spun out as an independent non-profit. 

The Food Waste Alliance, sponsored by The 
Rockefeller Foundation, allowed us to sup-
port more than 150 food waste leaders over 
a six-month journey of learning and collabo-
ration. Some of these members were innova-
tors who had participated in the Challenge, 

Partners:  
The Rockefeller 

Foundation, 
Reimagine End 

of Life

Project:  
Food Waste 

Alliance, End of 
Life Alliance 
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Designers and innovators came 
together to identify opportunities 
for reducing food waste locally at 
an event with Alliance community 
members in San Francisco.

CASE STUDY

Design Collaborative 
Platforms



CHANGING SYSTEMS • Building Collaborative Networks

“At Rockefeller, we know 
there is no silver bullet to 
solving complex, systemic 
issues like food waste—we 
need to engage diverse au-
diences, a range of innova-
tive solutions, and above 
all, collaboration. The Food 
Waste Alliance is a platform 
that can turn ideas into 
global solutions.”  
Devon Klatell, Senior Associate Director, Food Initiative at  
The Rockefeller Foundation

while others were leaders, mentors and 
advisors in the food waste space, includ-
ing a network of 80 partners representing 
organizations including Feeding America, 
USDA, Google and Whole Foods. Partic-
ipants shared industry knowledge and 
forged strategic partnerships, early-stage 
enterprises hired for senior-level positions 
through the network’s recommendations, 
and some innovators secured capital 
through a coalition of funding partners 
catalyzed by the platform.

Following the End of Life Challenge, 
we helped align community organizers 
through Reimagine | End of Life, a week 
of exploring big questions around life and 
death in San Francisco. In 2017, Reimagine 
became an independent nonprofit organi-
zation and launched an OpenIDEO Alliance 
to help align a growing number of commu-
nity organizers. In 2018, it scaled to two 
cities and hosted over 175 events.

90%
of innovators in the Food 
Waste Alliance progressed 
due to their participation

696868



CHANGING SYSTEMS • Sharing Power

Part of changing the system involves rec-
ognizing power dynamics, being honest 
about them, and working to eliminate 
them when they’re counterproductive. 
Though the path to share power in new 
ways can be risky for organizations, it’s 
necessary to shift systems and scale 
impact. We need to trust and empower 
others to drive change alongside us, and 
also encourage the sharing of resources, 
including tools, knowledge and funding.

Sharing Power
How might we share power and resources 
in new ways to enable local communities to 
design around global issues?
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OpenIDEO supports a global network 
of Chapters by training leaders and 
providing customized resources.

70



CHANGING SYSTEMS • Sharing Power

CASE STUDY

Support Grassroots Efforts

Partners:  
Chapter Organizers 

around the world

Project:  
OpenIDEO Chapters

Since the beginning, our community has been 
eager to meet each other in person. They started 
to organize around Challenges in living rooms and 
coffee shops, local leaders emerged, and there was 
excitement about rallying communities around our 
efforts. They called on us to empower them in new 
ways—which meant allowing local leaders to use 
our brand, connect to our networks and share our 
resources and convening power. We co-created 
our strategy, toolkits, and event models, and hired 
two local organizers from Bogotá and Shanghai to 
help us strengthen the global network.

During our Challenge to redesign small-format plas-
tic packaging, we offered funding to local leaders 
for the first time to launch efforts in their communi-
ties. The Challenge sponsor was excited about the 
grassroots energy generating around the Challenge, 
and how it built momentum and sparked a broader 
conversation. We could have concentrated the pow-
er and resources to our core team, but knew a more 
distributed model would help scale impact faster 
and further.

While complex, this approach ultimately strength-
ened our work. OpenIDEO Chapters has grown to 
more than 30 cities around the world, while hosting 
thousands of events around important topics. We’ve 
supported hundreds of local leaders who have built 
flourishing innovation communities in their cities. 
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During the Circular Design Challenge, 
the Nairobi Chapter received a $2,000 
grant from OpenIDEO to plan on-the-
ground events, including this design 
research field trip.



CHANGING SYSTEMS • Moment of reflection

WHAT MIGHT YOUR SECTOR LOOK AND FEEL LIKE IN 2050? WHAT MIGHT YOU DO TO HELP CREATE THE SECTOR YOU WANT?

What does your  
sector look like 
in 2050?

We may not all have flying cars today, but so much of what we take for 
granted—the internet, smartphones and collaboration tools—were once 
mere figments of imagination. Design fiction is an exercise we use to help us 
visualize the things we can’t yet see or experience. When we prototype or 
tell stories about what could exist, it inspires us to challenge the status quo 
and reimagine what systems could look like in the future.
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SUPPORTING SCALE • Sharing Power • Case Study

CHANGING SYSTEMS: 
WHAT WE’VE LEARNED

Insight 1: Start with a bold question to align ac-
tion around a topic, process and timeline.

Insight 2: Contribute to broader or longer-term 
networks that create space for funders, partners, 
implementers, and non-traditional actors to en-
gage with one another.

Insight 3: Think about the unique tools, knowl-
edge and resources you can offer those with less 
access or power.

Insight 4: Don’t be afraid to take risks—be open 
to trusting others and the process.

Open questions    
 
how might we include policy makers in the pro-
cess to support change?

How might we increase our impact by rethinking 
how we reach out to and convene innovators?
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During the Food Waste Challenge, groups came 
together around the world to design food waste 
solutions. Through the follow-on Food Waste Alliance, 
teams utilized the virtual accelerator program to 
accelerate their ideas, get mentorship from industry 
leaders, and form collaborative partnerships.



Last year, OpenIDEO supported more 
than 16,000 innovators, expanding 
the possibilities for open innovation to 
help solve problems. In the process, we 
learned a tremendous amount about 
designing for inclusion, scale and sys-
tems-level change. 

Of course, the themes we’ve raised 
are packed with complexity, and we’ve 
just begun to scratch the surface. 
We’re committed to exploring fur-
ther and we’ve already begun to go 
deeper. Here’s what we’ve started to 
pursue in 2018: 

PRIORITIZING INCLUSION: We’re 
testing a new project kickoff workshop 
format that draws attention to power 
dynamics and barriers to inclusion. 

SUPPORTING SCALE: For our Early 
Childhood Prize we offered all interested 
participants a chance to be matched 
with a mentor, and we successfully sup-
ported over 250 innovators. 

CHANGING SYSTEMS: We’ve kicked 
off two new initiatives to help build col-
laborative networks of funders—both 
within the context of an open innova-
tion Challenge and as a stand-alone 
initiative.  

We hope that this reflection on 
OpenIDEO’s work in 2017 contributes 
to your thinking and your work. We 
invite you to try something new and 
share what you learn. Perhaps together 
we can not only advance learning, but 
also steadily improve how the social 
sector innovates. 

We encourage you to explore open 
innovation and to join our community. 
We hope that you will share your feed-
back and learnings with us so that we 
may learn from one another and dis-
cover new ways to partner. Above all, 
we wanted to end by thanking you for 
your continued commitment to making 
the world a bit better each day. 

 

CONCLUSION •Open Reflections

Looking   
Forward
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openideo.com

We bring people together to create a better world.

Contact us: 
Jason Rissman, Managing Director 
hello@openideo.com

http://WWW.openideo.com

