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The Berlin Peace Innovation Lab was launched in Spring 2013 under the leadership of Anne 

Kjaer Riechert. Under Anne, the lab created a community of practitioners and most notably 

incubated the ReDI School of Digital Integration, a coding school for Syrian refugees. How 

did Anne accomplish this? What’s the main challenge in developing a city lab? Does 

the strategy for Berlin work for other places too? We interviewed Anne on May 19, 2017. 

   

 Q. What is your definition of peace? What led you to work with the Peace 

Innovation Lab? 

There are so many definitions of peace. The definition that I’ve been working with is really 

looking into Johan Galtung’s work, more specifically the framework that he is using. Positive 

peace would be where I am working from. However, even in the most civilized societies, we 

can see people struggling at various levels of society. This is why peace innovation is relevant, 

in cities like Berlin, Oslo or Copenhagen. 

I was in Silicon Valley in the summer of 2011 when I met the PIL for the first time. And they 

were equally and positively surprised at meeting somebody who was working in what I would 

call the triangle – technology, innovation and peace studies. Because very few are working in 

all three of them. Most people tend to be working in two. I really liked Mark and Margarita, 

and what they were trying to achieve, especially looking into peace studies from a technical 

perspective, whether there is actually measurable peace. That to me was really important. All 

along in my master’s thesis my big question was to see how we know that the interventions 

we were doing were actually working. 

PIL’s strength is focus on data and on using technology whether it be hardware or software, 

to try and measure behavior change in people, and encourage people to have more peaceful 

behavior. They have an absolutely unique approach. I really appreciate the fact that the 

peace innovation lab has emerged out of the persuasive technology lab, and the 

tech department at Stanford. Most of the time, peace studies is related to the social sciences 

rather than computer science. Also I can see there are thoughts from a business 

model perspective, that will make it potentially self-sustaining, or even profitable.  

 

Q. What did you do and how did you build the peace innovation lab in Berlin?  

 I moved to Berlin in the summer of 2012, and was trying to figure out what would be the 

best way to start working with PIL, I started out by going to talk to a whole lot of local 

thought leaders in social innovation and social entrepreneurship, to get an overview of who 

were already doing exciting work in the field.  

https://www.redi-school.org/


Then we had a kick-off of the first peace innovation lab, we had Mark come and do 

a presentation, I think we were around 50 people taking place at Better Place lab which is a 

think tank for social innovation in Berlin. We also got the chance to sollicit a lot of feedback 

from the people who were there at the first peace lab and decided to more or less continue 

with this kind of meet-up, because they felt that it was valuable. So that became the strategy 

for Berlin, to really build a community, at a grass root level, what I would call “bottom-up 

approach”, to develop a shared practice, shared language around peace innovation or societal 

innovation.  

In the meet-ups, we would do a 2-hour session in the evening, where the first 30 minutes 

would be a presentation by the problem-owner, explaining it in terms of gentrification, 

obesity, etc. Following the first half an hour of input, we would break up into small groups 

of around 4-5 people where, for the next 60 minutes, we would do an actual cooperation 

process, where people would be developing potential solutions for the person who was 

presenting the problem in the beginning. And then the last half an hour was spent for each 

group to do short pictures of the solutions that they had created, or the ideas they had on their 

minds.  

So, over the course of about three years, the community grew to about 1700 people in Berlin. 

We always shifted location to make sure that our community was experiencing different 

places in Berlin where social innovation was going on. And we’d grown to such a size that 

many people were starting to ask me whether we could do projects on the actual platform of 

the peace innovation lab. Many other people in the peace lab were looking at opportunities 

outside of their normal jobs, to give back.  

I didn’t really have the time to get started, although I could see a large number of refugees 

coming to Berlin in the spring of 2015. So, I supported one of my volunteers called Anna to 

do a project about it. She started reaching out to local stakeholders, to see who would be 

engaged. It would be somewhere around April 2015, that we got a lot of good stakeholders, 

I think we were 40 people gathered at the Berlin town hall. And I think I got up a catalogue of 

some of the challenges relating to the refugees and then regroup them under different topics, 

and then decide who was going to tackle which topic. We divided ourselves into 4 different 

groups. But one of the biggest insights was when we looked critically around the table, there 

was no refugees taking part, and this was just not good enough.  

So we decided that each of the four teams would actively start going out to the refugee camps, 

and then connecting with local refugees. Long story short, two of the four projects have 

continued living on, one of them is ReDI School of Digital Integration 

(https://www.redi-school.org/)  which I am now leading full-time, with a team of three 

people, and where we are teaching coding to refugees. The other one has become part of the 

Restart platform which is also another social innovation project and a start-up incubator for 

refugees. 

 

That’s where we really are right now, the ReDI school has really taken off, which also means 

that for the last one and a half years I haven’t organized any peace innovation lab at all in 

Berlin, so the platform is inactive. The peace innovation lab community is still there, and the 
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platform is there for somebody else to use later, but because there is no business plan, around 

it, it means that I can’t hire people to do it, and I don’t have time myself to do it, so it’s 

somewhat inactive at the moment.  

 

Some of the other programs that have come out and I underline that the success of the 

peace innovation lab in Berlin cannot be understood without its collaboration with the 

World Health Summit, which takes place every year in Berlin. What we develop for them is 

the World Health Summit start-up which is a start-up competition for start-ups working in 

health check, and that is getting implemented for the third time.  

 

Q: How did you spread the word for the meet-up in the beginning? Where did 

the people come from? 

They were the people whom I had interviewed initially, so they were the thought leaders on 

societal innovation, it was a combination of freelancers, consultants, people working for 

NGOs, people working in startups, founders of startups, that sort of people. A few people had 

already been somewhat active in Stanford at the peace innovation lab. It helped to have Mark 

come over here, the name Stanford was definitely a magnet at least in the beginning, for the 

right kind of people, but it’s only a magnet to get people through the door, the first time. So 

you also have to deliver valuable content, valuable network and a process that fits into the 

structure of people’s lives, given the format of two hours per month, a very participatory 

workshop format. In the evenings that was connected to socializing as well. At least for the 

culture in Berlin that worked really well.  

So, it was very much over my personal network, and I think this is something that should be a 

core design principle of the peace innovation lab, that you should always work on a local 

challenge, to begin with. And, I definitely think Berlin is a fertile ground for social innovation, 

it’s a city that over the last 100 years has been the city of social change, having to overcome a 

lot of social challenges. The slogan for Berlin is Poor but Sexy. And it really still is. It attracts 

the right kind of talent, and young people are pouring in, but it’s a very incomplete and 

unfinished city, there’s a lot of work that needs to get done, it’s a lot of empty spaces that can 

be occupied with creative ideas. but I also think that we developed a concept that fitted in 

with the local community, and it was happening at the right time, when the right people were 

in town, looking for something to do. 

 

Q. How PIL at Stanford are involved in your work? 

The peace innovation lab in Berlin was the foundation that then developed the idea of ReDI 

school, so we couldn’t have founded two ReDI schools, based on the projects that are now 

living on, without the Berlin peace innovation lab. And we couldn’t have established the 

Berlin peace innovation lab without the support of the Stanford peace innovation lab. So that 

is kind of the connection. If you look into the Restart ReDI school, or if you look into the 

World Health Summit startup track, they are running independently of Stanford, so Stanford 



doesn’t have a stake, it’s not a revenue share business model or something like that. But the 

whole of it could only exist because of the ground work we did together with Stanford. 

 

Q. Did you try to apply peace innovation lab’s approach and collect data  

and analyze data. 

No. I never had the time or the resources to do it, unfortunately, so, we haven’t done anything 

of the sort. The only peace data that we have is the information that we have from the 

meet-up group in terms of the number of participants, what they participated in, we never 

took it to the next level. It would also be a challenge in Berlin, in Germany, because data 

security being a very complex issue, involving questions such as what data you can share with 

whom, how much data you can actually ask for from people etc. what I do hope in the future 

is I can collaborate with Stanford with the ReDI School, on building concrete proposals for 

projects that we can do together where we can gather peace data. But it has to be 

something that is super-well researched, we need to get the right lawyers involved because of 

all the restrictions around data law in Germany, it’s very very different from the US. 

Q.Can your model be applied to other places? 

I think the first and the most vital part is that the group or the person that is initiating the 

community, needs to be a connector, and as much as I hate to say that I am a networker, I am, 

because I take a lot of pleasure in connecting people who can benefit from working together. 

I don’t think anyone can set up the model that I did, because it’s very much built around 

being able to build a community and nurture a community over time. It’s a distributed system, 

rather than centered around one person. 

I think the vital thing if you want to spread this idea is to create a distributed system on the 

local level as well as on the global level. But what needs to be worked out, I would say, is the 

business model, and the connection to Stanford, around how can you use their brand, their 

logo, their name, and how to be quality assured, making sure that the people who are running 

the local programs are doing it to the degree and quality that Stanford wants to deliver, but at 

the same time, not being too restrictive on what the local people are doing: what works in 

Berlin, what works in Stanford, doesn’t necessarily work in China.  

 

 Q: So a business model is the principal challenge for you in running the lab? 

The challenge all the time has always been to find the business model to support running a 

fully-functional peace innovation lab. And I think that’s still the challenge in Berlin. There 

was no support from the local government. I went to 1700 from 50 all by myself.  

 

Q. If you had a lot of money and a lot of power, what would you do? 



My project’s always been about cooperation. So for me it would be to build a citizen platform 

and creating frameworks around how we engage citizens. I had a very good conversation with 

Markou, who’s the head of regions for the European Commission, and he’s a wonderful 

Finnish guy that peace labs is in touch with and he’s working for the 700 regions that make 

up the European Community, and, ideally, if I had all the power and the money in the world 

I would work with him to set up peace innovation labs in all 700 regions. But that is only 

Europe, so I would probably start here because that’s the culture that is closest to me, but try 

to set up structures that could be multiplied in other parts of the world so that you can have 

citizen labs, where people have structures and support to track all local challenges. I think 

that’s what I would do.  

I could also create physical platforms where people came face to face. The experiences may 

be a little paradoxical, in building a ReDI school which is teaching people coding skills, I 

become fonder and fonder of meeting people in person because I think that’s where the true 

wonders happen, where the real action happens. 


