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Executive
summary
On March 30th and 31st 2021, Social Innovation Canada hosted Social R&D: A National
Gathering (the Gathering). Informed by the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic and global
anti-racism movements, the second annual Gathering of social R&D practitioners focused on
how, where and when power imbalances show up in social R&D and social innovation. This
question was a guiding theme throughout the Gathering:

“How can we leverage social research & development
to build a more inclusive economy; one that is regenerative,
and centred on empathy?”
In 2020, SI Canada hosted a similar national Social R&D gathering, and building on the structure
of the first Gathering, the design team created a program that incorporated an inspirational
keynote, large group storytelling, small group interactions, collaborative problem solving,
music and movement. One of our key goals was to engage more BIPOC social R&D and social
innovation practitioners as designers, presenters and attendees.
Throughout the Gathering the co-hosts, storytellers, artists and attendees demonstrated a
willingness to be vulnerable as they addressed big picture questions about power and privilege
in the field of social R&D. The results of that vulnerability included in-depth conversations about
social R&D practice and the wellbeing of practitioners, the establishment of new relationships
and the creation of a Black, Indigenous and People of Colour (BIPOC) caucus.
Insights and reflections from this year’s Gathering will inform SI Canada’s upcoming strategic
planning process and its ongoing support of the social R&D community.
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What did we set
out to do?
This second annual gathering of social R&D practitioners took place around the one year
anniversaries of catalytic events that have brought about a global reckoning on systemic racism,
power and privilege – the onset of COVID-19 and the police killings of Breonna Taylor and
George Floyd.
Reflecting on systemic racism and the ongoing experience of those most negatively impacted by
the pandemic, namely Black, Indigenous and People of Colour (BIPOC) communities, it became
clear that the Gathering should explore how social R&D practices can be used to listen to diverse
communities and collectively learn from one anothers’ history of exclusion and marginalization to
empower action, transform systems and create a better reality.
We generated this question to use as a guiding theme throughout the Gathering:

“How can we leverage social research & development to
build a more inclusive economy; one that is regenerative, and
centred on empathy?”
The Gathering focused on building connections between practitioners, inspiring reflection
and action, and coming together to explore tough topics in the fields of social R&D and social
innovation. Speakers and storytellers were invited to share how they are shifting power in their
communities to foster social change. Space was provided for attendees to learn from and with
each other through open discussion and directed problem solving.
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Who was
there?

Image description: A screen capture from the Gathering shows a Zoom window of 49 attendees
smiling and making heart shapes with their hands.

Over 220 attendees from across Canada and around the world participated in the two
day event from nonprofits, social enterprises, academic institutions, government, forprofit organizations, and philanthropic organizations.
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Image description: A pie chart of 49 responses to the question “In which sector do you primarily
work?” from the pre-Gathering survey. The pie’s slices breakdown as follows: 32.7% non-profit,
26.5% consulting, 14.3% social enterprise, 12.2% academia, 8.2% government and two small slices
representing for-profit and philanthropy.

Through a pre-Gathering survey we learned that 8% of respondents were deeply engaged
with the Social R&D Community of Practice (a network started in 2015 to support social
R&D practitioners), while 41% of survey respondents had not been involved in the Social
R&D Community of Practice prior to the Gathering. Others reported different levels of
engagement with the social R&D ecosystem from attending one or two of SI Canada’s
Build, Share, Learn sessions to engaging in deeper learning experiences like SI Canada’s
Social R&D Booster Pack series.
The design team intentionally engaged innovators and community practitioners who are
underrepresented in both the social R&D and social innovation ecosystems. Directed
outreach to racialized communities, rural network stakeholders and immigrant associations
was made through SI Canada’s monthly Weaver network meetings, the Black-led Social
Innovation Network, and other social innovation organizations led by underrepresented
communities. Invitees were encouraged to extend the invitation to their networks.
Promotional material was shared with a diverse range of organizations through social
media and through our outreach team’s practitioner network.
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Prior to the Gathering, we hosted the Social R&D Booster Pack Series, five weekly sessions
designed to build social R&D skills. Each week participants engaged with speakers to
explore one of the practices of social R&D identified by the report Social R&D Practices and
Patterns V.1 and seen in the diagram below. The series was attended by 80 people, over
half of whom continued their engagement by attending the Gathering.

Image description: A graphic representation of the five practices of social R&D which are Preparing,
Looking, Thinking, Developing and Diffusing. Preparing points to Looking, Thinking and Developing
which are arranged in a circle and connected by curved arrows to show a cycle. Diffusing is shown
broadcasting out from the cycle.
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What did
we try?
Intentions for the design process
For the second Gathering, the design team built on the critiques, successes
and structure of the first Gathering, which was hosted in 2020.
Our intentions were to:
» Center on empathy by acknowledging the realities and impact of
the pandemic and racial injustice;
»

Engage more BIPOC social R&D and social innovation practitioners
as designers, presenters and attendees;

»

Spotlight how, where and when power imbalances show up in
social R&D and social innovation;

»

Explore social R&D and social innovation on the “street corner”
and in the “corner office”;

»

Incorporate large group storytelling, small group interactions,
collaborative problem solving, music and movement.
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Questions we asked ourselves
On the journey of designing the Gathering to deliver on a theme rooted in equity, the
design team asked itself questions on many areas including:
The theme
» How do we represent the theme throughout the program?
»

How can we do justice to the complexity and urgency of the theme?

The design process
» What do we need to be able to trust ourselves, our design team, our
process and practitioners throughout the design process?
»

How do we collaborate to build programming that responds to diverse
needs and expectations among practitioners?

Event structure
» How do we find the right balance of planning ahead and flexibility for
attendees to contribute to the programming in real-time?
»

How do we create space for participants to experience joy? To ensure
they have what they need to take care of themselves throughout the
Gathering?

Relationships
» How do we build relationships and stronger bridges with those that have
been excluded from social R&D and social innovation?
»

How do we best profile and honour diverse storytellers and change
makers?

»

How can our outreach efforts invite and include folks from across the
country?

Legacy
» What active role can this Gathering play to cultivate an equitable, diverse,
inclusive future that represents Canada?
»

What happens after the Gathering?

»

How will SI Canada support the outcomes of the Gathering and carry
forward the theme of the event?
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Programming elements
Building on the structure from the 2020 National Gathering as well as feedback and input from
participants, the design team planned these programming elements to engage, connect, and
inspire participants.

Keynote

The Gathering began with a keynote address to introduce the theme and to inspire the
community to champion equitable social R&D practices. George Aye, Co-Founder & Director
of Innovation at Greater Good Studio, delivered a presentation on how to navigate issues of
power and privilege in design and community change work. George’s keynote was the highlight
for many. He modeled how important it is for us to create ways for teams to ask hard, ethical
questions about design, power and, for many in communities, the absence of power.

Storytellers

Each day featured six concurrent storytelling sessions to inspire participants and show tangible
examples of social R&D in practice (see Appendix A for a full list of storytellers). Storytellers were
offered the stage to speak candidly about their BIPOC-led social R&D and social innovation
efforts which were seeded in resilience and community work across the country. Programming
their time as they saw fit, storytellers balanced presenting material and engaging with the
attendees through discussion.
We heard from storytellers that the most valuable part of the experience was directly engaging
with other attendees. Attendees responded well to the choice of a variety of storytellers but with
the abundance of options and content also came feelings of being overwhelmed and critiques of
a lack of focus.

Image description: Graphic recording from Day 2 of the Gathering featuring drawings about stories
told by storytellers from Participatory Canada and Eastside Works. For Participatory Canada there is
a figure opening a door to illustrate cross cultural sharing. For Eastside Works there are a series of
figures in conversation to illustrate co-creating spaces.
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Open Space

The Open Space block on Day 1 provided time for attendees to discuss big-picture questions
about the field of social R&D in small groups. Attendees chose between the five topics listed
below developed by the design team and were assigned breakout rooms accordingly.
»

Ownership and decision making power in social R&D

»

Thinking critically about research practices in social R&D

»

Mental health and wellbeing in social R&D

»

Designing inclusive programs and products through social R&D

»

Resource allocation for Social R&D

Groups were self-facilitated allowing participants to collectively choose their approach to the
session. Some chose to tackle the topics head on while others viewed the topics through a “selfin-system” lens by situating themselves and their work within their chosen topic.

Peer Input Process

In randomly assigned groups of 4, attendees used a Quaker circle format to share challenges
they were facing and to get input from their peers. Through the process of introducing their
challenge to a group unfamiliar with their work and its context, participants were able to step
back and use new ideas provided by their peers to gain a fresh perspective.

Artists

Each day featured a musical performance, Xhalida September on Day 1 and Kristina Lao on Day
2. Ravyn Wngz joined for the second year in a row to open Day 2 with a grounding, meditation
and movement exercise. Melissa Kendzierski from Drawing Change was engaged throughout
the Gathering to visually capture insights through a graphic recording. Through their work, each
artist invited attendees to participate with their whole selves. Moments of music, movement and
reflection amplified feelings of connection during these isolating times.

“Xhalida, Kristina, and Ravyn helped me
breathe. With so much going on my head was
spinning at times, but being able to sit, relax,
connect, and just be fully present to their
beautiful gifts was phenomenal. I want to hire
them for all of my events, or heck, even just to
help me start my days in a great way!”
- Annelies Tjebbes
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The Common Platform

Before and during the Gathering, the design team animated a dedicated virtual space for
attendees on The Common Platform, a newly-launched social network platform where
social change agents from across Canada can connect, learn, and collaborate. The National
Gathering group on the Common Platform allowed attendees to connect with one another and
access event resources including the schedule, Zoom links, live session notes, public forums
and resources. Over 100 participants actively used the platform each day of the Gathering,
organically forming a community on the Common Platform that extended into the sessions.

Image description: A screen capture of the Gathering group page on the Common Platform. The
header image is an illustration of three people in conversation. Below the header image are
navigation tabs and below the tabs are two columns. The left column is the live feed of posts related
to the event, the right column describes the group and engagement policy.
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What did we
experience?
From the design team to the attendees, the Gathering prompted many reflections on how we
experience togetherness online, and with each other. The themes below highlight some of the
experiences – both planned and unexpected – that have shaped our memories of the Gathering.

Vulnerability

Throughout the Gathering, co-hosts Jerome Morgan and Annelies Tjebbes led with vulnerability
and grace. By initiating the Gathering’s first small group interaction with a positionality framework
by Dr. Lesley-Ann Noel (12 reflective elements about “Who I am?” designed to help us see
the water we are swimming in) the co-hosts modelled their willingness to share their whole
selves. This willingness to show vulnerability, also modelled by the artists, supported others to
participate in conversations with courage and openness, too.

“In my Afro-Caribbean and West African culture it is
very important for me to lead with my values and to
learn about Annelies’ values - who she was as a person,
community member and then change maker. We started
with a story about how we got here, which communities
were we from, who were our people. This provided an
opportunity for trust building. It was about having the
courage to tell our authentic truth as people first and
then as professionals.
In Western culture we lead with our professional
identity before our personal selves. As a storyteller,
facilitator and host I wanted the participants to take as
much or as little as they needed. We wanted to curate
a space where connection could be fostered online
and that participants can go deeper than the usual
surface if they felt the need to. We used this approach
for intentional trust building through story with our
audience to set the table for the theme, storytellers,
artists and the agenda of the Gathering.”
-Jerome Morgan
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Critiquing power and privilege in design
Keynote George Aye’s critiques of human-centred design and community change work resonated
with attendees who have witnessed the harm done by social R&D practices and projects that
were conducted without a critical approach to power and privilege.
George’s ten ethical questions for designers in the social sector provided a place to begin
interrogating our approaches to social R&D:
1.

What is my relationship to power and privilege?

2. Which humans are centered when we say Human-Centered Design?
3. How can I say no to work when I need to pay off my ______?
4. What’s so common today that we’ll look back on and see was obviously a problem?
5. Why are some people more likely to get served by design but not others?
6. How do we wean design’s addiction from whiteness?
7. Why are designers helping people in another country before helping someone just one
neighborhood over?
8. How did philanthropy become such a dominant voice in social change?
9. What’s the cost of speaking up? What’s the cost of not?
10. What right do I have to do this work?

Image description: Graphic recording from Day 1 of the Gathering featuring drawings
that illustrate Victoria Grant’s land acknowledgement and George Aye’s presentation on ethics in
design. For Victoria’s land acknowledgement there is a person lifting a circle in which there is a
stream flowing through a landscape. For George’s presentation there are figures in conversation
illustrating client designer relationships and a triangle to illustrate asymmetry in power relationships.
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As social R&D practitioners and social innovators, the design team is engaged in an ongoing
exploration of power and privilege informed by George’s keynote and what we heard from
attendees. Centering and elevating the experiences of BIPOC social R&D practitioners and
social innovators led to the sharing of powerful stories and the building of new relationships
but there is much more work to be done to achieve truly inclusive design. Particular areas of
focus for the design team moving forward are:
» Anti-oppressive and decolonial practices in social R&D and social
innovation;
»

Relationship building with Indigenous social R&D practitioners and social
innovators;

»

Relationship building with social R&D practitioners and social innovators
with disabilities.

Sharing perspectives
Throughout the Gathering, attendees dove deep into conversations on pressing issues in social
R&D. Attendees were supported by guided facilitations or prompting questions developed
by the design team. During the Open Space session, for example, prompting questions and
Jamboards were provided to support attendees in their self-directed, peer-to-peer discussions.
Questions and attendee reflections are found in the table on the next page.
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Open Space Topic

Ownership and
decision making
power in social
R&D

Thinking critically
about research
practices in social
R&D

Mental health and
wellbeing in social
R&D

Designing inclusive
programs and
products through
social R&D

Resource allocation
for Social R&D

Prompting questions

Attendee reflections

1.

Who owns the knowledge, tools and
processes developed by social R&D? How
does that affect the legacy of a project?

2.

Who gets to make the decisions about
undertaking and designing social R&D
processes? Who should have the “go/no go”
and when?

3.

What happens at the end of a social R&D
project? Who is responsible for sustaining
the work? Does the work always need to be
sustained?

1.

Many of the research practices used in
social R&D have a legacy of discriminatory
use, does adapting these processes make
them appropriate? Why or why not?

2.

How might we challenge timelines and
deadlines in order to build trusting
relationships?

3.

How might we build the capacity of social
R&D practitioners to centre anti-racism,
equity, diversity and inclusion in their work?

1.

What are particular considerations for
mental health and wellbeing for social R&D
practitioners?

2.

What does it look like to prioritize the mental
health and wellbeing of the communities we
work with?

3.

What self-care practices have been
supportive for you, especially over the last
year?

1.

How do we ensure programs, services,
and products designed through social
R&D processes center anti-racism, equity,
diversity and inclusion?

“The time I felt most racialized was at a social
innovation event.”

2.

What does it look like to design with/within
communities?

3.

What are the principles, processes,
and values we have created to practice
accountability?

“Enough talk, people want to see changes in
action and policy. It feels like these are really
challeng[ing] discussions but nothing changes
after the Zoom session or the class”

1.

What needs to change to appropriately
resource social R&D?

2.

How might we work with funders to support
early-stage social R&D?

3.

How might we build capacity for social R&D
in our organizations
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“When do you leave a project? When do you
stay with a project? What is the plan to invite new
voices to offer perspectives? How do you capture
and hold historical memory?”
“Take responsibility for creating the conditions
that would allow more community ownership of
social R&D for change: for example, more longterm sustainable funding shared for a group of
organizations serving the same community.”

“Entrenched ideas dig in deeper when pushed.
What are the other ways to demonstrate
progress?”
“Does the language of social innovation resonate
with you? - We are being told to be innovative but what does that mean? It really means to come
up with ways of meeting people’s needs.”

“How can a community learn how their own
community heals from trauma?”
“Mothers, fathers, siblings, caregivers often
become the champions and voice of their
voiceless loved ones. Solutions for systems
change needs to come from those who live it”.

“Feeling exhausted at how much anti-racism work I
have had to do.”

“What does support beyond funding look like?”
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Related to the big picture discussions, conversations around the language of social R&D
emerged. As with any field, language can help build relationships and unify understanding or it
can alienate. The design team and SI Canada will continue to reflect on the role of the language
of social R&D and social innovation and it’s potential to create a bigger tent of individuals and
organizations focused on systems-level change.

Image description: Graphic recording from Day 1 of the Gathering featuring drawings
that illustrate Open Space discussions including figures conversing with speech bubbles.
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Artists as changemakers
Beyond providing grounding and entertainment for attendees to reflect and centre themselves,
the artists at the Gathering consistently showed us how crucial their role is in social R&D and
social innovation. Through sounds, visuals and movement, artists demonstrate the power of
art to almost instantly create new worlds — a crucial and hope-filled lesson for changemakers
everywhere.

Image description: Graphic recording from Day 2 featuring illustrations of Rayvn Wngz’s mediation
opening including a rainbow feather and a landscape with trees, water and mountain.
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BIPOC caucus
On Day 2 of the Gathering, a BIPOC caucus was requested to create space for BIPOC
attendees to connect and share their personal and professional lived experiences within the
social R&D and social innovation sectors. To advance racial equity, there is work BIPOC and
white social R&D practitioners and social innovators must do together and work that must be
done separately. When safe, a BIPOC caucus can be a place to work with peers to address the
impact of racism, to give space and voice to experiences of internalized racism, and to create a
space for learning, collective liberation and celebration.

“The BIPOC caucus meant a lot to me. It was about celebrating Black,
Indigenous and People of Colour in their story, their truth and their
journey in the social innovation and social R&D space. BIPOC folks can
walk a lonely journey as professionals in their respective sectors and
there might be miles travelled before you see a familiar face. The act
of BIPOC individuals coming together is a powerful one. I look forward
to new relationships and fostering deeper connections with those in
the caucus. I want to listen, learn, heal, co-design and prototype with
these amazing changemakers.“
– Jerome Morgan

“There’s something about community care and healing that I hope
we all can experience and be there for. As a first-generation IndoCanadian, I carry a lot of suppressed and difficult lived experiences
with me – both of my own and of my family’s, too. I am also a talented,
curious, hopeless romantic with many interests, passions, and
relationships that I cherish deeply. The BIPOC caucus was a start to
lifelong connections and relationships for me. As a professional in
the social innovation space, I could say with confidence that it’s been
lonely, and I’ve yearned to work more closely with Black, Indigenous
and People of Colour. I think often around the need for more spaces
to support, heal and celebrate each other. I am here for connection. I
am here for the love we can all give and share. I am here to co-create
harmony and change within our respective communities.”
– Nikitasha Kapoor
For the design team, the BIPOC caucus request required us to practice innovation in real time
to support the needs of participants. Thanks to the facilitation experience of many who joined
the BIPOC caucus the session developed authentically and organically.
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What’s
next?
The Gathering sparked crucial conversations and reflections for the design team and
SI Canada. Here are a few upcoming projects where we will be applying what we have
learned.

SI Canada strategic planning process

SI Canada will be engaging in a comprehensive community-engaged strategic planning
process in the spring and summer 2021. Coming out of the Gathering we have been
reflecting on the last three years of work – what has worked and what has not, what
has changed and how we can respond. The three-month strategic planning process will
incorporate interviews, focus groups, surveys, and strategy sessions. The goal of the
process is to build a strategic plan with clear and time-bound priorities supported by an
operational plan.

Social R&D knowledge products
SI Canada has funded five case studies and nine knowledge products focused on the
practice of social R&D over the past two years. SI Canada is committed to investing in the
development and dissemination of tools and resources that will support individuals and
organizations in their quest to create social change and impact.

The Common Platform
The Common Platform will continue to grow, providing a unique space for social R&D
practitioners and social innovators to connect, learn, and collaborate.

Gathering 2022
SI Canada believes strongly in the importance of bringing this national community together
annually. Stay tuned for details on the third National Gathering which will be held in 2022.
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Appendix A: Contributors
and program
Co-hosts
Jerome Morgan
Annelies Tjebbes
Design team
Devon Bond
Stefan Hostetter
Zoya Jiwa
Nikitasha Kapoor
Andrea Nemtin
Tara Marina Pearson
Hayley Rutherford
Chloé Warentini

Keynote
George Aye - Greater Good Studio
Storytellers
Raymond Currie & Grace Schedler - Circles for
Reconciliation
Soni Dasmohapatra - Edmonton’s Social
Innovation Eco-Systems
Omar Goodgame & Marqez Ramsay - Success
with Age and Guidance
Orode Faka, Corina Kwami, Fié Neo, So Jung
Rim - SIX Global
Dusty LeGrande - mobilize waskawewin
Nargess Mustapha - Hoodstock

Tech host
Karim Rizkallah

Musician
Xhalida September

Interpreter
Michelle Semple

March 31, 2021
Movement opening
Ravyn Wngz

Event support
Maryam Mohiuddin Ahmed
Jo Reynolds
Graphic recording
Melissa Kendzierski - Drawing Change
Communications
Lisa Amerongen
Pearl Leung
March 30, 2021
Opening & land acknowledgement
Victoria Grant
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Musician
Kristina Lao
Storytellers
Louise Adongo - Inspiring Communities
Nadia Duguay & Will Prosper - Exeko &
Hoodstock
Austin Lui - Eastside Works
Deanna Matthews - Teach For Canada
Inda Intiar & Anna Naylor - Students on Ice
Foundation
Aimee Gasparetto, Maude Lapointe, Aggie
Paulauskaite, Denise Soueidan-O’Leary, Keren
Tang, Wissam Yassine - Participatory Canada
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Appendix B: Online
programming tools
we used
Learning from more than a year of online events, the design team used these online
programming tools to present an engaging online experience during the Gathering.

Eventbrite

Eventbrite offers integration with Mailchimp mailing lists and supports a
variety of payment choices for registrants including discount codes and paywhat-you-can options.

Mailchimp

To avoid issues with Eventbrite emails being directed into attendee’s spam
folders, registrants were imported into Mailchimp for more reliable distribution
of event details.

Zoom

Zoom offers a variety of features that enabled the structure of the Gathering
including:
» Live language interpretation on a separate audio channel
»

A variety of breakout room options including self-select,
manual assignment and random assignment.

Data display
and collection

The design team shared and collected information during the Gathering with
collaborative Google Suite products including Slides, Forms and Jamboards
which enable many users to view and contribute simultaneously.

Gather

Gather is a video-calling service that allows people to enter and leave
conversations by moving their avatar around a virtual common space.
Attendees of the Gathering were among the first to be invited to The
Common Platform, a newly-launched network where social change agents
from across Canada can connect, learn, and collaborate.

The Common
Platform

For the Gathering, the design team created an event page for gathering to
serve as a common area where attendees could get information about what
is coming up next, chat with each other about what they’ve just heard, and be
connected to the presenters, resources, and learning opportunities.
The space on the Common Platform will remain post-event to continue to act
as a gathering space for those looking to reconnect with resources and other
attendees.
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