
	

	

Zero Carbon Britain Innovation Lab and 
Training offer for Staffordshire Councils 

ZCB Innovation Lab 
An overview 
In order to tackle complex problems like climate change in the current economic system we have no choice 
but to innovate and collaborate. We need solutions that work across a complex range of interacting areas; 
solutions that not only offer technical fixes but also help overcome political, cultural, economic and 
psychological barriers. Yet too often approaches to innovation are ineffective and do not lead to the rapid 
systems change that is required if we are to avoid catastrophic climate change. This is often because decision-
making processes struggle to see the whole system and draw on the diverse knowledge, experience and 
perspectives of stakeholders across the system.	
	
Within the public sector in particular, financial constraints and lack of capacity, made even worse by COVID-19, 
mean that staff are often focussed on day to day activities; there is little time to be thinking about new 
approaches; the budgeting process favours existing approaches over new ones, and bureaucracy hinders 
experimentation, risk taking and change. The ZCB Innovation Lab aims to unlock sustainable solutions to 
specific challenges, supporting key stakeholders to work together to co-design innovative, effective solutions.  
 
What is an innovation lab? 
An innovation lab is a highly designed and expert facilitated process intended to support multi-stakeholder 
groups in addressing a complex social problem, which aims to transform the current system in order to 
address that problem. Social Innovation Labs typically have the following core elements:  
	
They are co-creative Social labs bring together diverse participants to work as a team of equals, 
acknowledging the limits of any one perspective and neutralising power dynamics. The participation and 
collaboration of diverse stakeholders, as opposed to their consultation by and for teams of experts or 
technocrats, is the basis of a social innovation lab. The greater the diversity, the greater the potential for 
innovation.  
They are experimental. When existing solutions do not work, we need to develop new solutions. As it is 
impossible to be sure how things will play out in a complex system, we need to experiment. The team takes an 



iterative approach to the challenges it is addressing, 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.  
They have a clear process design and expert facilitation. Expert facilitation of a clearly structured process 
provides participants with a sense of what the lab is doing and how the stage they are currently working on 
(researching, sense-making, or prototyping) fits into the process and beyond, into the wider system. 
Facilitation provides direction and momentum, while ensuring all participants are able to effectively contribute 
their expertise and creativity to the lab.  
They are ‘sense-making’. Participants come together to understand the system as a whole, what’s happening 
and why. To do so, they need to let go of their preconceived ideas about the problems that exist and the best 
solution(s) to them. This not only builds the sense that change is necessary, but creates an openness to novel 
responses and possibilities.  
They are systemic. The ideas and initiatives developed in social labs, released as prototypes, aspire to be 
systemic in nature. This means developing solutions or interventions that go beyond dealing only with a part of 
the whole, or symptoms, and address the root cause of why things are not working in the first place.  To create 
the conditions for new solutions to become accepted and adopted, a support system needs to be built around 
new solutions to make them sustainable and scalable.  
	
A typical social innovation lab process 
	
Figure 1  Nesta’s Stages of Innovation 

	
	
 
Although this diagram suggests that innovation happens as a linear process, in practice you will often go back 
and forth between different stages. Exactly how many stages of the innovation process you can feasibly take 
on will depend on the resources available. This process is delivered through a series of interactive workshops 
alongside training, support and advice.  



ZCB Training 

An overview 
CAT has successfully run a ZCB short course for a number of years.  This course typically provides an overview 
of the ZCB report and the opportunity to discuss and explore themes and case studies through workshops and 
seminars.  It is interactive and offers extensive opportunities for networking and social contact with like-
minded people. Since March 2019 our training has been adapted to be run online and has attracted over 600 
participants from the UK and all over the world. The training offered by the ZCB Hub will work alongside and 
be informed by the innovation labs and online hub.  Our training will both lead and be responsive to changes 
throughout the project. Through training we will provide the information and knowledge needed to inspire 
confidence, thereby enabling robust action planning with a view to achieving net zero. 
	
Current training offer 

● ZCB two-day online course - regularly attended by Councils who are looking for an overview of our 
end-point vision and ideas about the practical steps they could take to reach net zero with case studies 
and real life examples.   

● Bespoke training, based on the two-day online course, usually delivered over a day, with an overview 
of the report and follow on workshops, looking at identifying practical steps to net zero locally. 

● Bespoke training, developed as part of an innovation lab process, that identifies specific needs of 
the audience and develops the training in response to the outcomes of the innovation lab.  
	

Training under development 
● Carbon Literacy Project certified training, developed specifically for a Local Authority (LA) audience.  

This will be offered over three x 2-hour sessions, over three days, with some optional offline tasks too. 
Sessions will cover the basic science of climate change and how it will affect us locally and globally, 
how climate change will affect Local Authorities, it will explore low carbon objectives in the LA sector 
and work on creating an action plan and influencing others. This training will enable participants to go 
on to train others in their sector or area of work.  All resources are shared on completion of the 
training to enable the roll out of the training across the organisation.   

● Training that focuses on the key themes from the ZCB report, e.g. energy, building (from March 2021). 
● Training can be pre-booked as part of our training programme, or offered as bespoke sessions adapted 

to the needs of the organisation. 
● All the training we are developing currently is for online delivery, we do plan to offer face to face 

training on the CAT site as well as regionally once circumstances allow. 
 

A ZCB innovation lab process for Staffordshire 
This is an opportunity to bring the Councils across Staffordshire together to identify, explore and develop 
solutions to the key barriers to reaching net zero and to build capacity and collaboration in order to implement 
these solutions. By working together, the Councils are able to ensure the development of solutions that are fit 
for purpose and effective, and maximise the chances of successful implementation and roll out.  

Below is a suggested process outline, in keeping with a typical innovation lab process (as presented in figure 
1), however we would like to work with the participants to develop the final process in order to ensure it best 
meets their needs.  



 
Stage Goal Activities 
1) Opportunities 
and Challenges 

A well understood and clearly 
defined problem or 
opportunity 

• Background research into issues/requirements 
• Questionnaire 
• Workshops 1 & 2  

o Identifying a goal 
o Identifying barriers to net zero 
o Mapping out a vision 

2) Generating 
ideas 

An idea or set of ideas to 
develop and test 

• Workshops 2 & 3  
o Identifying opportunities and enablers 
o Stakeholder mapping 

 
3) Developing & 
testing 

Demonstrate the idea works, 
or evidence to support re-
working of the idea 

• Workshop 4 
o Develop opportunities and enablers into 

interventions and solutions 
 

4) Making the 
case 

Clarity about what warrants 
implementation  

• Workshop 5 
o Develop monitoring and evaluation framework 

5) Delivering & 
implementing 

An implemented and 
sustainable innovation 

• Training and support 
o Bespoke training and support to support 

implementation of interventions 
6) Growing and 
scaling 

Innovation or impact at scale • Policy and comms 
o Disseminate the results of the workshop 
o Results inform training for other councils 

7) Changing 
systems 

A transformation in the way 
we do things 

• Workshop 6 
o Review the process and impact on the system 
o Share lessons learned 

 

Stage 1 Opportunities and Challenges 
In this stage we identify the barriers and opportunities to which we need to respond, and support stakeholders 
to investigate and understand them.  
 
Questionnaire (completed) 
We will issue a questionnaire to gather baseline information and get a better understanding of the current 
situation and their positions both within the wider system and in relation to the journey to net zero. The 
responses will be analysed ahead of the first workshop and the results presented at the workshop.  
 
Workshop 1 (completed) 
The first workshop will provide an opportunity to examine the process ahead and identify the desired goals, in 
order to refine the design accordingly. We will map out and explore existing systems and the challenges, 
opportunities and enablers that exist in the journey to net zero. We will use a variety of systemic tools to 
support the process and enable interactive exploration of the issues.  

 
Stage 2 Generating ideas 
In this stage we develop interventions and identify the ones with real potential.  
 



Workshops 2 & 3 
The second workshop will build on the first, and will be an opportunity to review the outputs of the first 
workshop together before moving on to develop the process further.  
 
Stakeholder mapping 
It’s important that we identify what stakeholder groups and individuals are needed to implement the 
interventions that we develop. We will support participants to identify those individuals and question if any 
need to be brought into this process at any stage. We will use Kumu software to map the stakeholders.  
 
Identifying key opportunities 
We will use this workshop to identify opportunities, practices and tools, both existing and new, that will 
support councils in their journey to net zero. We will begin to identify the strong leverage points for change to 
enable cost effective intervention design. We will also explore ‘ways of working together’, considering how 
Staffordshire councils can better collaborate on addressing the climate crisis. Following the workshop, 
participants will be encouraged to share the outputs of workshops 1 and 2 with their colleagues to explore the 
opportunities, practices and tools that have been identified.   
 

Stage 3 Developing and testing 
In this stage we investigate, learn from and iterate on the ideas we have developed. 
 
Workshop 4 
The third workshop will provide an opportunity to feed back on the opportunities, practices and tools and to 
refine them based on the feedback. The interventions we create must be fit for purpose and this workshop will 
support the participants to develop the interventions according to their needs.  
 
 

Stage 4 Making the case 
In this stage we plan and implement a strategy for gathering evidence on the potential impact of the 
solution(s).  
 
Workshop 5 
We will develop a monitoring and evaluation framework in order to provide the stakeholders with the tools 
and support required to evaluate the solutions developed. 
	
Stage 5 Delivering and implementing 
In this stage we plan for the implementation of your solution(s), including its ownership and the form and 
structure needed to create and deliver it.  
We will provide support and guidance in implementing the interventions and solutions that have been 
developed. This could take the form of training or mentoring for example.  
 
Training 
We will develop and deliver bespoke training informed by the needs identified through the innovation lab to 
date. This might be facilitation/leadership training in order to enable the councils to better collaborate, or 
elements of the training outlined above. The training will provide the individuals with the knowledge, tools 
and confidence to implement the solutions developed in the innovation lab.  



 

Stage 6 Growing and scaling 
In this stage we develop the conditions for extending the reach of your solution(s), including choosing the right 
growth model and spreading practice.  
We want to celebrate the outcomes of the process and share the learnings with other councils across the UK in 
order to further maximise the impact of the process.  
 
Policy and Comms 
We will draw on policy and comms expertise from all organisations involved, including CAT, and work together 
to disseminate the learnings from the lab. A full report will be produced setting out all the key findings, 
alongside a summarised version for public consumption. The report will include policy recommendations 
where appropriate and recommended actions for councils.  
 

Stage 7 Changing systems 
In this stage we will review the process, the measures taken and the implications for systems.  
 
Workshop 6 
We will bring the participants back together to review the process and share key findings and lessons learned.  
We will reflect on our journey to net zero in light of this process and identify key actions to take forward. 
 
 

	


