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(Jinxia’s note: Mark Nelson had a very good conversation with Bob Horn about what is the “peace 

design loop “and how it works when they met on 14 July 2017.This is a transcription of the 

conversation. I post it together with the article of Mark Nelson’s interview titled “Cooperative 

Design Thinking in Peace Innovation” (as a reference reading on the same topic)  

Here is the conversation: 

 

M: You engaged people in the collaborative creation of artifacts, in our experience, that was very 

interesting. And we were beginning to think already in those days of – wow, what if this room 

these people are in working together, what if we converted it into a controlled experiment 

laboratory, so that we could look at the group identities of the people in this room and look at their 

interaction and say wow, we pushed some boundaries there in interesting ways and these were the 

outcomes of those, and be able to correlate over time. We just found good ways to code that, this 

is what you and Neeraj Sonalkar( https://profiles.stanford.edu/neeraj-sonalkar) did.  

 

  Sonalkar’s about Interactive Dimension Notation(IDN), which I think is revolutionary, is done 

in a process of turning the room to a controlled research environment, with the design observatory, 

instrumenting around, calling people into the room, and giving them a process. Now, first 

intersection, we’d often put people in and say here’s a design challenge, do something, there are 

too many people and we see how they do their design challenge. We looked at that and said, if we 

can pool research people into a controlled research environment like that, and give them a 

structured challenge, and the structure was the same that we’d given to every other team, and then, 

if we could this in multiple parts of the world, and the structure was the same every time, then you 

could get really interesting comparative analysis results. Part of that we developed structured 

process, we call it the peace innovation design loop.  

 

  It includes six steps, it looks very simple on the surface, not so simple underneath. Once we 

train people to do this as a team, they can typically work their way through it within half an hour 

and come out at the other end with a paper prototype, and some kind of interactive technology, 

increasing positive engagement between two communities, in a measurable way, so they begin to 

grasp the measurable results immediately.  

 

  We can then get feedback from the two larger communities on the paper prototypes, and 

distribute the papers – we have a misnomer here, in some ways – they are digital paper prototypes, 

so we can broadcast them to the communities at large, for feedback. And, typically, within an hour 

or two, and on some occasions instantly, we start getting feedback from the communities about 



what’s good about the prototype, what works, what doesn’t. This helps us move, systematically 

through the design space. 

  

  A finer brush and a broader depth, I don’t quite know how to say that. We think it’s mass 

parallel human computation, about people thinking through the design parallel, we can line up 

teams in parallel, so that they can learn from each other, we can parallel process that idea. Because 

they are using the same structured approach, each team can learn from the other team, and that 

becomes very important for us, speeding up the process, speeding up everybody’s progress on 

things that have often been told were interactive. One of the big insights for a lot of people who’ve 

come to participate, is to move out of the thinking of perfect solution or nothing, y’know, that’s 

not perfect, let’s not do it.  

 

  This we call cocktail thinking, this, y ‘know, hey if we can get a new ingredient here that gives 

a half a percent or two per cent and there’s another one that gives a one per cent improvement, if 

we can bundle them, or if we can deploy all of them, and incrementally improve every time we do 

this process by a few per cent, that’s progress.  

 

  We care more about progress than about ultimate solutions, because you could say you are the 

last person I want to talk to about interactive nature of the working policy. There is no such thing 

as a solution but we can do things to improve this, and that’s a bigger half for many participants, 

especially, members of communities who are trying to improve relations with each other.  

 

  From what we’ve seen so far, we’ve run 47 prototypes around the world. It helps a community 

learn a lot as they edge their way. I really think of the process, you have a crime scene, the police 

establish a search vine, where they have each cop stand one meter apart and they take one step 

forward, it’s that kind of a search process and the community learns a whole lot about the design 

space as they go through and do that. And they learn it from each other. That’s a big advantage for 

us not to have to go to Colombia and say, Hi, I am from Stanford and we are here to tell you 

what’s wrong and fix it. I’d rather say, Hi, we are from Stanford, we know nothing about your 

problem but we know something about a process, that you can do together to help you get closer 

to where you want to be. 

 

H: So what is the process? 

 

M: So we take a team of 3 people through the design, and typically we take five to seven people in 

parallel, people from each of the communities on that team. One of the bigger halves that we got 

from you, Bob, is the notion of mess mapping. We ended up flipping it around to what we call 

opportunity mapping. Because we found that when we would arrive anywhere, people would 

pretty much say, Here’s our biggest problem, let’s get to work on this. And we’d have to back up 

and say wait a second, the reason it’s your biggest problem is because you have no trust between 

the stakeholders, you have no skills to address the nature of the problem, and you have no 

experience of success, between the stakeholders, no benchmarks as it were, and you have no 

resources to go. Unless we address those underlying causes, this will continue to be your biggest 

problem. 



 

 Just in terms of people’s mental capacity, when you walk into that context and say, What’s your 

biggest problem? Immediately they are thinking of the last 50 years or 500 years, of the million 

things they tried none of which have worked and so on, that put’s them into fight or flight mode. 

In terms of their brain function, you have blood flowing away from their frontal cortex, they lose 

their listening ability, they lose their creative ability, humans are sheep, they are not worth the 

trouble, they are herd animals, most humans don’t go into fight or flight mode, they go into freeze 

mode, in the face of a threat, they’re basically rabbits, and these sorts of mental threats and 

intractable problems in the community are just as effective in freezing people, as a tiger in your 

room. Then we say, what do you love most about your community, what’s working best here, 

what are you proudest of, what do you enjoy the most, what are you most passionate about, what 

brings you the most delight. We’re always working with some group A or some group B inside 

the community. We are working with the community to map out who are the stakeholders and 

what’s the relationship between them, and once we have that we have an initial sample of people 

from the community saying, of these stakeholders, with these relationships, which two 

stakeholders would make the most difference, things would improve. So we look for a leverage 

point, basically. And in the next phase, we bring in those two stakeholders into the room, that’s 

when the team process starts.  

 

H: Well, that’s interesting. Did you notice differences in the way they react, based on their 

geography, culture. 

 

M:A little bit but not as much as we expected. We have done about 28 this processes.They were 

also in different contexts, city governments as opposed to two corporations as opposed to 

university. The city governments to my surprise, in the Nordic countries, were more engaged. I 

thought they would be leaning back more, but, they’re deeply connected to their city governments, 

at least in the little town that…really got to go deep on this, and people were very very engaged. 

 

 That surprised me, in contrast to Santa Cruz in Bolivia, Latin culture, I was expecting people to 

be more passionate, they were not engaged in government stuff, they were very engaged with the 

educational institutions in the city, and neighborhood by neighborhood. So, really the mental 

model we had, had very much to do with neighborhoods, much less to do with hierarchies.  

 

  By contrast, a little further away, in Buenos Aires, people were very passionate about the 

division, we almost had a fight within 15 minutes of conversation, in the room, between business 

people and government people. 

 

  I want to go back to mess mapping and how valuable that concept was to us, those people who 

15 minutes ago were ready to come to blows with each other, when we moved them to the board, 

and got them shoulder to shoulder, instead of face to face, and then by diagramming together, and 

then having some structure: who are the stakeholders, what are the relationships between them, 

got them thinking about it together, and oh, the problem’s over here, and the dynamics changed 

dramatically.  

 



H: What about the 3 people? What do they do? 

 

M: Five to seven. So fifteen people in always teams of three. So we first find out what kind of 

technology are those people already using. And then what is the specific behavior that community 

A would like to do to community B, that would be appreciated by the community B. What group 

A thinks would be good for community B wouldn’t exactly be what community B wanted in the 

first place from community A. And they are looking for tiny, little, positive social behavior. 

Things like, I wish they’d make eye-contact with me when I am walking down the street. 

Basically we’re interested in the tiniest behavior we can measure, through the sensor, because 

that’s what gives us our precision. 

 

We’re typically looking for mediating technology of some kind, do they text each other, do they 

Facebook, it could be Microsoft Word now a little bit, because of the collaborative capacity. 

Because there is a collaborative capacity now that they borrowed from Google Docs. Microsoft 

Word now, if you had someone else writing with you, could actually track that. With the older 

versions, when you had to actually send a document around, to get people’s comments, it was sort 

of recording who made the comments and so on, but Microsoft itself doesn’t see it that way that 

they can hand to us and say here’s an engagement between two people who are collaborating on a 

document, offers of the individual documents would have to hand us that. But something like 

Google Docs is very interesting because as soon as somebody jumps into a document who needs 

to work on that document with you, Google knows who they are, they know exactly what changes 

are being made to the document, history is available to everybody, but the key thing is history is 

available to Google, so Google controls that engagement. But it’s also much more mundane things 

like we used the calendar program to set this meeting, there’s an episode of engagement between 

four people here.  

 

H: It says here that they create a fast prototype of what? 

 

M: If they have a community that is for example using Facebook, and then we’re looking at how 

can we do a campaign on Facebook to engage our communities. Basically, everything we do is 

based on technology, including mediating technology that has sensors in it, that could be tech for 

social behavior, so the community members who are experimenting with these designs, we can 

quickly give them back data, to say your design is working or it is not working. Actually it’s not 

us giving them the data, the platform itself gives them back data that says, you increased the 

engagement or you lost the engagement.  

 

The reason we start a community out on technology is that their communities are already using, 

with this example of Facebook, Facebook has already spent millions of dollars for people actually 

to use their stuff, and people trained on it and so on. Teaching community members software from 

scratch. But getting their insights just as a designer, and bringing software developers to the table, 

from our sponsors, who then take the paper prototypes that the community generates, and code on 

the back end. That has reduced massively the risk of getting these things built.  

 



  The first iteration, it is much easier to train people to build on existing platforms. Facebook has, 

for example, an open API and they have a developer’s conference every year. All sorts of tools for 

any developer who will build on their platform. A lot of interesting start-ups, started out as being 

an app on the Facebook platform, and making a stand on their own independent thing.  

 

 One of the more interesting ones was, from the early days, there was a graphic artist, his name 

was Ronnie Edrick, and his wife Mikhol, and they realized they could very quickly launch a 

campaign on this challenge we were facing, with the rhetoric between Israel and Iran escalating, 

‘we’re going to bomb your nuclear reactor, we’re going to bomb you into the Mediterranean”, and 

they realized that in both of these countries there was actually no regular way for citizens to 

communicate with each other, there were no phone lines, no telegram, telex, there was no mail 

service within them.  

   

  But they realized they could reach out through Facebook, and identify all sorts of 

Iranian-related groups, and message those groups, and - here’s where the sensors come in - and 

Facebook would really track, you send a message to that group of Iranians, you see right away 

how many views it got, how many likes it got, how many comments it got, how many people 

shared it, which of those comments you could respond to, over time, and with Facebook Analytics, 

you see which cities your responders are from, what age, in 10-year segments, what gender, 

religion, all this background is there. So you can very quickly see who you are reaching and who 

you’re not. and very quickly tune your message accordingly. Over the next few months they 

reached a 22 million people, became the largest citizen diplomacy of its kind. 

   

  My government in Canada changed their entire citizen diplomacy engagement strategy for Iran, 

on the basis of that effort, because they realized they could bypass the government and talk 

directly. It’s very difficult to extract causation out of that.  

   

  They’ve done many iterations now and they’re working on something called the Peace Factory, 

they tried to make this open source and get lots of people to copy it, and lots of people did. So that 

campaign was called Israel loves Iran. Very soon they had X loves Y name your country, name 

your religion, and they basically gave out templates to these people to copy. The copies turned out 

to be not as successful, but, reaching 22 million people is a huge achievement. And that’s the kind 

of thing that these mediating technologies enable. They make it possible to have individual people 

to have that kind of scale. 

 

  So I think one of the intersections between Piero’s skills, your skills, we learn from you, and 

what we’re trying to do is once we have that structured process, and we’re recording it, and we’re 

coding the interactions of the team, as they work to develop their communities, then machine 

learning becomes possible on top of that coding in an interesting way. I can’t see clearly what that 

looks like, for AI, I need an A,B data set, this input leads to that output, and here are enough 

samples that you can learn from, and that’s when things get really interesting for building a peace 

engine, where we see chains of these micro-behaviors. This year an Israeli posted a message to 

Iranians on Facebook, thirteen of them liked it, 87 of them viewed it and 13 liked it, actually, the 



breakdown is typically more like for every 100 people who view it you might get 10 who liked it, 

and you might get one person to comment, it’s pretty much an order of magnitude break down. 

    

    A comment would be somebody replying. And then you can follow if somebody replies to 

the reply. Now you have an interesting chain of behaviors, and if you follow that chain of 

behavior over time, you’ll start seeing the kind of behavior we care about. So, I care about two 

things: I care about the tiny little behaviors, because I care about the precision of our instruments 

to be able to measure these kinds of social behaviors. But I also care about impact in the world. 

And one of our hypotheses is it might be easier and more effective to get 10,000 or ten million 

people to do a tiny behavior, that might change society, instead of a few heroes, do really high 

cost difficult behavior, I am not saying it is either/or, what I am saying is that it might be easier, 

more economical and more effective to get many people doing tiny behaviors. Persuasive tech is 

particularly powerful for receiving those little behaviors, fast and on scale.  

 

H: How do the people know the effectiveness of these small interactions, ones that are 

effective? 

 

M: It requires a device and the device requires a sensor, when we try this intervention, we get a 

7% compliance rate, and when we try that intervention we get a 32% compliance rate. And we try 

this one, it actually goes backwards. In almost all of these cases, we’re deploying software on top 

of existing hardware, that is other people’s hardware, that has the sensors we need to detect. Did 

the Iranian actually receive my message or not, if he did, did he respond to it, where was it when 

he responded to it, and then some of his group identity information and so forth. 

 

H: But then you make – and this is the problem with artificial intelligence, you make 

learning purchases from it, How many learning purchases have you had? 

 

M: We haven’t run machine learning on it. So we see chains of these behaviors, that start off very 

tiny, but over time some small percentage of them leads to really interesting real world things.  

 

Like one of those Iranians responds to the message, it leads the conversation back and forth. 

Within three or four months they find each other on Facebook, conversing about what they have in 

common, they start asking each other questions about the culture of the country, they kind of 

become good friends, but then one day they say, Hey, and they are still having this conversation 

on the page where everybody else from both communities can see this conversation developing.  

 

And then, one day one of them says, I am going to be in Berlin next week. Is anybody from Israel 

going to be in Berlin. Some Israeli says, I am not from there but my cousin Joe is there. And he 

says, would you like to have some coffee, I would like to meet an Israeli. And then they go and 

have coffee and take a picture of them having coffee together.  

 

Now we have a real rogue behavior, and they post that picture back to the page and everybody can 

see, Oh wow, two happy people having coffee together. So when you are interested in that kind of 



outcome, what we are ultimately looking for is some kind of trade relationship, some kind of 

economic interaction, where people have invested in each other in some way, that’s our holy grail.  

 

And at some future point, ideally, a smaller fraction of them actually do business together. What I 

am interested in, you can see how you can think of this as a possibility page we’re exploring, there 

are a million paths that lead to deadends, there are other large number of paths that lead to nice 

outcomes but not scalable. But then there are a few paths in that space that lead to, Wow, this is 

mutually beneficial in excess of the cost of engagement for us. There’s a trade relationship here. 

Its sustainable and scalable. It generates new value. Some of that new value can be reinvested in 

making the next set of interactions even better. You could think of this as, mass parallel human 

computation covering those paths in the possibility space that is otherwise a pretty big desert. 

Once those trade relation paths exist, other people can walk those paths as well. 

 

The thing that is enabling our approach is that we have all these distributed sensors in the 

environment. And the number of them is increasing massively every day, and the acuity of those 

sensors to detect human behavior, especially social behavior, is increasing. That’s the big 

difference. Today you can see, we talked to a large government agency about being able to detect 

people who are vulnerable to recruitment for violent extremism, and they were looking for the 

early signs of that. And one of the early signs is : those kids are getting on youtube in Arabic. 

 

I think we can generalize that one of the things we’re interested in, in this data, we can mine it and 

see, at least see after the fact, Wow, here we are, either we have a result we really like, or we have 

a result that we don’t like. How did we get here, what are the routes, we had that data set and it’s 

not longitudinal enough, we think we’ll be able to see that in many cases, or we see what we 

haven’t really seen before.  

 

H: How do you aggregate theses kinds of integrators, put them together and make 

inferences from them. Because they are discrete little movements, and, of course, learning 

Arabic is…you can draw quick inferences from that, and then, look for others perhaps. 

That’s the inferential jump, the inferential decision-making kind of thing. My question has 

to do with what kind of indicators, would you have, that peace is increasing, and I think to 

some degree you’ve already answered that. But beyond that my questions becomes one of 

inferences, beyond say, learning Arabic. You can say there are several hundred people 

learning Arabic now.  

 

M: My intuition is that as we start gathering more and more examples of trajectories through 

space that end in places where we don’t want to go or to places where we do want to go. We’ll be 

able to start identifying patterns, and then follow this back until we trace the roots and we’ll be 

able to identify those patterns early. This essentially becomes our prediction: these are effective 

37% of the time, this sequence of behaviors, here, gives us an outcome we don’t like. And here is 

an intervention that shifts us to this trajectory and 23% of the time, this leads to outcomes we do 

like, so it’s at least, better than that.  

 



   You know, anecdotally, we have our own life trajectories, and at any point if we had made this 

decision or that decision, it could have led to a massively different outcome. And I think we see it 

in the lives of people around us as well. It’s never been recorded before, we never had the data 

before, just anecdotally, you know, from observation, but it’s not instrumented. And, so, in a very 

big sense, what we are trying to do is build the underlying instrumentation to make this invisible 

world, visible. I say invisible, just in the sense that we see social behavior all the time, our brains 

are wired to observe and so on, so the social behavior is visible, connecting the dots over time and 

to see large sample sizes to see actually that this set of behaviors reliably leads to that.  

 


