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Abstract (not yet edited in English)

The present industrial societies seem to be dominated by disabling trends. I.e. trends towards the dis-involvement of individuals with regards to their personal capabilities to solve their problems, to use their skills, energy and time to get the needed or wanted results, to take care of the social and environmental issues they are facing. In short: the dominant trends seem to be the ones towards a no-care service society.

The no-care service society (i.e. a model of a service society based on the final users passiveness) is socially, economically and environmentally unsustainable. Lets take, as examples, problems such as: the increasing demand in Europe for elderly people assistance, the explosive need for residential services in the emerging conurbations in the South of the world. Or, more in general, the world-wide degradations of our environmental and social commons (both at the macro and at the micro scales). Considering in a realistic way each one of the these issues, it appears very clearly that no one of them may be solved without a personal involvement, without individual and social creativity and entrepreneurial capabilities. And without reintroducing the value of care. 

Facing these problems, in the last couple of decades, some interesting cases of social innovations have appeared: individuals and communities that have promoted innovative forms of organizations, showing the concrete possibility to change and, doing so, to re-orient towards sustainability the present unsustainable ways of living and doing. 

The paper outlines this general background and introduces the promising concepts of enabling solutions and new commons (and presents some concrete examples of them).  Finally, it discusses a new possible social role for designers (and for design schools, in particular): the role of detecting interesting cases of social innovation, and, moving form here, reinforcing them, making them more visible, more effective and more widely accessible. 

Presenting this hypothesis, the paper refers to two on-going initiatives as: the European research EMUDE (Emerging Users Demands) and Antennas!, an international network of design schools on design for sustainability.
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