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ExCERPT wHAt Are soCiAL LABorAtories?

We have scientific and technical labs for solving 
our most difficult scientific and technical 
challenges. Now we are exploring the growing 
field of social labs to solve our most pressing 
social challenges.

By Zaid Hassan

What are Social 
laboratories?
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URRENT APPROACHES TO ADDRESSING 
complex social challenges are not 
working. There is much to celebrate: the 
number of people involved in change 

initiatives, the increasing amounts of money 
being invested in those initiatives, the steadily 
declining costs of technology and the attention 
being given to social innovation. The underlying 
problems however, from species loss to public 
debt, continue to grow. 

Social fabrics are increasingly strained under 
loads they were never intended to contain. 
Inequality is growing. Direct action has either 

become a strident call for someone else to take 
action or the frantic alleviation of symptoms that 
leave underlying causes largely intact. There’s 
increasing pressure on individuals to change their 
behavior around environmental issues and to 
take on the burden of austerity measures or cuts 
in basic services. The sociologist Ulrich Beck 
describes this situation as an attempt to find 
“individual solutions to systemic contradictions.” 

Throw an ashtray in any direction, and you’ll hit 
a messy, complex challenge. It’s difficult to escape 
the persistent feeling that, while our problems are 
already big and bad, they’re in fact getting bigger 
and badder. It’s harder and harder to believe people 
who tell us that things are actually getting better. 
The future is changing in our lifetimes from a 
magical place to a place best avoided, a dark place 
that’s becoming difficult to contemplate. 

Into this situation comes a very simple premise. 
We have scientific and technical labs for solving our 

This introduction was excerpted from the  
book The Social Labs Revolution: A New Approach  
to Solving Our Most Complex Challenges  
by zaid Hassan.
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most difficult scientific and technical challenges. 
We need social labs to solve our most pressing 
social challenges. Thomas Homer-Dixon explains: 
The public not only needs to understand the importance 
of experimentation within the public service; it needs 
to engage in experimentation itself. To the extent that 
the public explores the solution landscape through 
its own innovations and safe-fail experiments, it will 
see constant experimentation as a legitimate and 
even essential part of living in our new world. To the 
extent that the public understands the importance 
of— and itself engages in—experimentation, it will 
be safer for all of you in the public service to encourage 
experimentation in your organizations. 

Social labs have been quietly brewing for 
almost 20 years. Hundreds of people around the 
world have been and are developing social labs. 
Thousands more have participated in them. 
There are labs focused on eliminating poverty, 
on water sustainability, on transforming media, 
on government, on climate, on social innovation, 
and on many more issues. A growing number of 
people are focusing their heads, hearts, and hands 
on addressing complex social challenges. 

The people running these labs represent a 
new breed— they’re not simply scientists or 
academics, and neither are they activists or 
entrepreneurs. They’re all of these things and 
a few things we don’t have good names for yet. 
They’re making the case for and launching 
social labs around the world, trying to address 
some of our most difficult challenges. Social 
labs are platforms for addressing complex social 
challenges that have three core characteristics.
1.   They are social. Social labs start by bringing 

together diverse participants to work in a 
team that acts collectively. They are ideally 
drawn from different sectors of society, such 
as government, civil society, and the business 
community. The participation of diverse 
stakeholders beyond consultation, as opposed to 
teams of experts or technocrats, represents the 
social nature of social labs.

2.  They are experimental. Social labs are not 
one-off experiences. They’re ongoing and 

sustained efforts. The team doing the work 
takes an iterative approach to the challenges it 
wants to address, prototyping interventions 
and managing a portfolio of promising 
solutions. This reflects the experimental nature 
of social labs, as opposed to the project-based 
nature of many social interventions.

3.  They are systemic. The ideas and initiatives 
developing in social labs, released as 
prototypes, aspire to be systemic in nature. This 
means trying to come up with solutions that 
go beyond dealing with a part of the whole or 
symptoms and address the root cause of why 
things are not working in the first place.
These characteristics are not arbitrary. Nor 

are they convenient. Getting really diverse groups 
of people to simply step into a room together is 
hard, let alone trying to get them to act together. 
Taking an experimental approach requires not 
only discipline but also a degree of stability and 
commitment rare in a project-obsessed world. 
Addressing the root causes of challenges eschews 
easy and popular political wins in favor of longer 
time frames and greater uncertainty.

While none of these characteristics is 
convenient, each is necessary, deeply so. Each 
characteristic represents hard-won conclusions 
wrestled at great cost from many thousands 
upon thousands of hours of trial and error. Each 
represents countless workshops where many 
stakeholders shared their most agonizing and 
difficult challenges. And perhaps more than 
anything else, together they represent integrity 
and honesty— they are not what we want 
solutions to look like, but what we have found 
they actually look like when effective.

There are, of course, aspiring social labs that 
do not meet these characteristics any better than 
programmatic or project-based responses. My 
contention is that social labs or any intervention 
aiming to address social challenges that do not 
have these three characteristics “baked in” will 
be ineffective or fail. The reasons for this are the 
nature of complex social challenges, explored in 
Chapters 1 and 2.
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The Sustainable Food Lab was the first social 
lab I was involved in that embodied these three 
criteria. Its focus was how to make the global food 
system more sustainable. The global nature of 
the challenge meant that participants came from 
around the world, as well as from different sectors.

The Food Lab initially brought together 
approximately 30 participants, drawn from 
corporate food companies, such as Unilever 
and General Mills; civil society organizations, 
such as World Wildlife Fund and The Nature 
Conservancy; and government officials, including 
representatives from Brazil and the Netherlands.

These participants formed the lab team, 
who committed to physically working together 
for approximately 20 days over two years. They 
were supported by a secretariat, of which I was 
a part. The role of the secretariat was to design, 
facilitate, document, and organize the overall lab, 
building what could be thought of as its container. 
Over two years, we met together five times: in the 
Netherlands, Brazil, the United States, Austria, 
and Costa Rica. Since then, the team has grown 
and met many times in many other countries.

The lab team started working together by 
gaining firsthand experience of the system we 
were trying to change. They traveled as a group 
to different parts of the food system, such 
as food distribution centers, big companies, 
supermarkets, and small and larger farms in 
several countries. We reflected together on what 
they had learned. From this reflection came a 
broad portfolio of initiatives, which were tested 
and implemented in a process called prototyping. 
These initiatives ranged from working with 
small farms in the Global South to trying to shift 
procurement practices in large corporations, 
mostly headquartered in the Global North.

What does it mean to be winning?
How successful has the Sustainable Food Lab been?

Director of the Center for Organizational 
Learning at MIT Peter Senge said, “The Sustainable 
Food Lab is the largest and most promising 
systemic change initiative I know of.” The first 
formal meeting of the lab took place in 2004. What 

has happened since then? Today sustainability 
is well entrenched on the radar of global food 
companies. The Sustainable Food Lab has played 
a key role in making this happen, having grown 
to become a platform for innovation in the 
global food system. From an initial group of 22 
institutions, today it has almost 70 members.

One business leader reflected on its value, 
“I am convinced that the world is not capable 
of feeding nine billion people in the second half 
of this century, in our grandchildren’s world. 
…We see the system cannot work. What the 
Sustainable Food Lab is doing has never been 
done before, this intersection of private and 
public institutions. This is the greatest hope I 
have for finding a way through these complex 
dynamics to a livable world.” 

So has the Sustainable Food Lab solved the 
original problem it set out to address? One of its 
missions was to move sustainability practices 
from niche to mainstream. This shift has clearly 
been achieved— the global food system is 
more sustainable today than when the lab was 
conceived and launched, and it can claim no small 
credit for this.

Many more decision makers are aware of the 
challenges they face and many more organizations 
are engaged in actively addressing these 
challenges. Prior to the lab it was clear that lots of 
individuals in the mainstream food system were 
concerned about broader sustainability issues, 
but most were not. Corporate attitudes were 
either defensive or, at best, focused on minimal 
compliance, as opposed to seeing sustainability 
as a competitive advantage or as being part of 
their broader civic role. A key example of this 
shift is Unilever’s sustainability policies, which 
were heavily influenced by their long-standing 
participation in the lab. In 2012 Unilever 
announced, “it would endeavor to decouple 
growth from its environmental impact. By 
2020, Unilever aims to halve the environmental 
footprint of its products and to improve the lives 
of a substantial number of smallholder farmers.”

The Food Lab, and other social labs, generate 
at minimum four sets of outputs: physical 

The success of any lab— scientific, technical, 
or social— must be measured through multiple 
indicators, as opposed to relying on a binary 
logic of did it work or not.
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capital (new services or infrastructure), human 
capital (new capacities and skills), social capital 
(increased trust and collaboration), and finally, 
intellectual capital (new knowledge and learning). 
As we will see in the cases that follow, these 
outputs contribute directly to preventing the 
collapse of key systems.

The success of any lab—scientific, technical, 
or social—must be measured through multiple 
indicators, as opposed to relying on a binary logic 
of did it work or not. Particularly when concerned 
with either basic science or long-term challenges, 
such as cures for cancer, for example, progress is 
sometimes hard to measure in the short term. It 
may be premature to ask a medical technician, “How 
many people have you cured this quarter?” But just 
because the answer to this question might be “none,” 
this does not indicate progress is not being made. 
Over time, however, progress is much easier to see, 
and results can be more clearly articulated.

The contrast between how we approach 
scientific and technical challenges and how we 
treat social challenges is stark. Whereas the 
natural sciences have moved on from a Newtonian 
worldview, it sometimes feels in the social spheres 
that we are still trapped in mechanical, linear ways 
of thinking. Instead of supporting talented and 
committed teams to seek permanent solutions 
to our most serious challenges as we do in the 
sciences or in the technology sector, we fund 
tightly controlled five-year plans. This leaves little 
space for learning, innovation, and change.

Teams that create real and lasting change on 
the ground are rarely invested in or funded. When 
it comes to social challenges, plans are what 
get funded. The teams responsible for both the 
formulation and implementation of plans come as 
afterthoughts, if at all. The nature of plans requires 
that we predict the future, telling funders and 
sponsors in advance what we will produce every 
quarter, sometimes for years on end.

Imagine a company like Google, at inception, 
being asked to package its work into a five-year 
plan. Imagine an investor telling Larry Page that 
he has to tell them what inputs he needs every 
quarter and what outputs he will produce every 

quarter. And if there is a difference between his 
predictions and reality, his funding will be at risk. 
And while he’s at it, overheads must be kept below 
20 percent. Further imagine that the investor 
doesn’t really care about where the talent will come 
from. Clearly such a scenario is absurd. Google is 
famous for its anti-planning stance. Yet imposing 
this neo-Soviet model is the norm when it comes 
to addressing complex social challenges. We have 
to ask ourselves not only what does it mean to be 
winning or losing in the social sphere but what does 
it actually mean to play?

At Reos, my colleagues and I have been busy 
with several labs, including ones on climate 
change, community resilience, and state collapse. 

With support from us, the Rocky Mountain 
Institute runs the eLab, which is “a state-of-the-art 
forum to accelerate the transformation of the U.S. 
electricity system.” Another example is the Open 
Contracting Initiative. Along with the World Bank 
and numerous other stakeholders we are working 
toward transparency in government contracting.

In addition to social labs, there has been an 
exponential increase in a number of maker or fab 
labs. These labs deploy technologies such as 3-D 
printing in order to democratize the manufacture 
of just about anything imaginable. A movement 
springing from MIT’s Centre of Bits and Atoms, 
Fab Labs, has open-sourced its technology, and now 
we are seeing labs popping up from Afghanistan to 
California. The potential of social labs increases 
when coupled with this new generation of tech labs. 

Considering the development of an entire 
ecology of social labs and having uncovered the 
theoretical and practical gaps in first-generation 
social labs leads us to an exciting question: what 
would we have if we built on first-generation 
social labs, theoretically and practically, making 
the improvements we know we need to make? We 
would have a battle-tested, mature approach. We 
would have a theory of systemic action to help 
guide us in addressing complex social challenges. 
We would have a revolution in how we address 
humanity’s most pressing challenges. 

zaid Hassan is co-founder of Reos 
Partners, where he currently 
serves as managing partner of the 
Oxford office. Zaid has more than a 
decade of experience in developing 
strategic responses to complex 
social challenges, including 
aboriginal issues, climate change, 

child malnutrition, employment, 
energy, financial systems, global 
food systems, and security issues.  
A native Londoner, Hassan grew  
up in Bombay, New Delhi, Abu 
Dhabi, and London. He currently 
lives in Oxford. He tweets from  
@zaidhassan

The Social Labs 
Revolution 
by zaid Hassan 
© 2014 Zaid Hassan 
Berrett–Koehler Publisher, Inc.


