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         The star-shaped glia called astrocytes (in red) are the most abundant cells in 
the human brain. Young oligodendrocytes (in green) are glia that help insulate nerve 
cell axons in the brain. The blue cells are neurons.

Note: This is an image of cocreation within ourselves, as the ability of the nerve cells 
in our brains to decentralise and flow is an essential quality.
Source: https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/ 

One of the most interesting definitions of life in modern biology is
“considered alive if it has the capacity to create itself”.

Life begins from the desire to create something original,
to bring a new being into form.

from finding our way, Margaret J. Wheatley
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         Whether we know it or not, we are all part of the co-creation process. We all know about 
co-creation on a deep, instinctive level.
         To ponder about the innate meaning of the word, we can begin with questions to open 
up and explore our own experiences with cocreation and our role in it.

We begin with an exercise. Ask yourself the following questions: 
         What is the experience in your life that made you feel alive? What did you do? Where were 

you? Who were you with?  What are the aspects of that experience that made you feel alive?
         
         Look back into your past, to your life experiences and think about cocreation. Without 
forcing an answer, simply allow the memories to come to you as you ask yourself these 
questions, be it as a feeling, a sensation, images, stories, colours or whatever it may be. 
Remain open to whatever comes up as your answer and follow that lead until you can 
formulate the story of your own cocreation. If you feel comfortable enough, you can also 
close your eyes, relax and take a few deep breaths.

         Aliveness come to all of us when we are open to life, when we create something by ourselves.
As mentioned at the beginning, one of the definitions of biology is “considered alive of it 
has the capacity to create itself”. All of us – as living beings – fall under this definition as 
we have an innate capacity to create ourselves; and whenever we use this capacity that 
lies within us, we feel alive. Taking it a step further, creating is the capacity that allows our 
life force to flow into the world. Wanting to create is our true nature. But then we take a look 
around us, to the environment or the organisations that surround us. Can we really be a 
part of cocreating them? Most of the time, the answer is no! There are rules and regulations 
already in place that we need to follow. There are plans and strategies already decided 
that we have to implement, whether we understand them or not.

         This lifeless environment is the very fundation of planning, design and city planning 
– and it excludes most of us. 

         If we want to create a lively community, city or organisation, we need to make space 
for our innate capacity to manifest itself.

      

Feeling alive: Finding the seed of co-creation 
and making space for creation 
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A Thai resident walks among the debris washed away from resorts close to the shoreline 
of Khao Lak beach four days after the 2004 tsunami (Picture: Getty Images)

         Let’s go back to the questions we asked at the very beginning – and let me tell you 
my personal story of cocreation and the moment I felt alive.

My story of co-creation: Discovering how to really help
communities after the  2004 tsunami



Co-creation process in Koh Mook to rehabilitate the local community after the 2004 tsunami.
The studio dialogue with the local people was led by Openspace

         My story dates back to the 2004 tsunami. That great disaster affected the southern part 
of Thailand, near my home town in Trang province. I travelled to Mook island to a village that 
was badly affected to see what could I do to support the local people in rebuilding their 
community. What I found was that there were many conflicts arising after the tsunami which 
caused people to separate – this lack of unity felt like a second disaster. Paradoxically, most 
of the conflict came from outside donations to help the rebuilding efforts. These donations 
were made without understanding the situation on the ground: the generous giving was 
happening without knowledge. As a consequence, people were treated as helpless victims. 
This kind of support created a lot of conflict within the community.
       
         This experience made me aware of the deeper question we need to ask in disaster 
scenarios and any time we come to help as outsiders: what is the real support that people 
need following great disasters or conflicts? 

From the seed of  co-creation to the new story of  co-creation: The local context
“In the new story, we discover a world where life gives birth to itself using two powerful 
forces: the need to be free to create one’s self and the need to reach out for relationships 

with others. These forces never disappear from life. Even if we deny them.”

           from finding our way, Margaret J. Wheatley
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         While in Mook island, I sit with community leaders from different villages and I ask them 
questions. “What happened after the tsunami, before outsiders came to give you things and 
money that created conflict? How many of you were of service?” 

         One lady speaks with a clear voice and I see her eyes grow wide. “Oh”, she said, “after the 
tsunami we all gathered in the higher grounds. Many of us helped the elderly, people with 
disabilities, and young kids to reach the area and camp there. We gathered and pooled our 
provisions and set up a community kitchen. Many women came and helped run the kitchen, 
cooking for everyone. We cooked and listened to stories of people who lost their houses and 
family members. We sat and listened to them; we cried together, ate together, prayed together 
and we felt strength in our togetherness. We lived like this in a temporary area for a week 
because we were afraid of a second tsunami hitting”. Many men and women add to her story; 
they make us laugh and smile. I ask: “who organised at that time?” They look at each other: “we 
all organised together. We sat and discussed; we shared responsibility. There wasn’t one leader 
deciding alone: we had many meetings and created different groups to manage all the tasks”. 

         Sitting with the community; asking questions and listening to their stories in return – 
it made me feel alive. It gave me a sense of what I could do to help and where to start. It helped 
me figure out who I could talk to and this led to the  co-creation processes for the rehabilitation 
of communities and villages in Mook island. 

         Through this experience, I found my quality of openness and keeping on to that has led 
me on the path of the co-creation process. I learnt that to serve people you have to first ask 
and understand their needs before you can begin to support them. It is such a simple and 
basic principle, yet crucial in these scenarios.



The EngGor dance is part of the ritual and festival of Chum Saeng city in the province of Nakhon Sawan, Thailand

         In all our work, wherever it might take us, we are essentially looking for the seed of  
co-creation in the stories that people share about their lives, the stories in the community 
or the city. As a practitioner, if you keep open and listen to those around you, you will find 
the seed of co-creation everywhere and that seed will guide you in your work and show 
you the principles you need to follow. As this seed already exists in local people’s understanding 
and in their hearts, once the story is told again it is the embodiment of the seed of  co-creation, 
and that will help us co-creation a new story at the present time together.

         We can ask people for the local word for  co-creation. To name it is to know it and to 
get closer to the energy of co-creation in that local place and culture.

         When people can name it in their language, they can relate it more easily to their local 
story and culture.

How can we live in a new story, in a story of co-creation?
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        we did the first co-creation workshop in 2016 in Chum Saeng in the Nakhon Sawan  
province in Thailand. During the workshop, we asked people about the activities or 
events that they did together as a community. We heard two stories. 

        The first story is the story of a big flood that happened almost 15 years ago. As large 
parts of the city were damaged, everyone mobilised and people organised themselves 
into many groups to deal with the flood and take care of one another. They held various 
meetings to discuss, understand the situation and find the best ways to deal with the 
issues. 
        They decided to build a temporary dam from sandbags to stop the flooding, and 
needed many people to participate in building and shaping the dam. Finally, after a week 
of hard work, they were able to protect their city from further flooding. Since they included  
groups of people living all across the city in the meetings, they could also pinpoint weak 
areas that had to be protected by design. The joint meetings allowed the communities to 
share an understanding of the reality of their surroundings and help them plan for the 
future more effectively. The negative experience of the flood led to a positive, through the 
mobilisation and unity in the city. 

 The second story is about the cultural week to celebrate the deities of the city, 
the biggest festival of the year in Chum Saeng. To celebrate the deities, the God and 
Goddess of the city, men perform the EngGor dance, which they learn as children. During 
this big festival, everyone has role to play according to skill. Boys and men perform the 
dance, women prepare of food, sew the costumes for the dancers, apply the makeup, 
and do much more. 
This is an annual festival so people come back to their hometown and work together to 
celebrate the goodness in all – in the form of the God and Goddess.

         These two stories form the seed of co-creation in Chum Saeng; people here have a very 
good understanding of what  co-creation is as they’re used to working together both in tough 
and happy times.
Thus, we can use the same co-creation process they are already familiar with to deal with the 
challenges they face on housing for poor communities, traffic, environmental issues, caring 
for the elderly and other issues. How will they create a process where every stakeholder on 
each issue can  co-creation and find solutions together? 

Co-creation in Chum Saeng, Thailand: A story of unity

Co-creation process in Chum Saeng, Nakhon Sawan, Thailand in 2016.

5



6

         One of the most powerful ones, which eventually led us to find the entry point to 
engage with the local community, is about ‘kotong royong to clean the garbage in the 
canal’. The community is known as the Venice of Indonesia due to its vicinity to the canal, 
which they use to connect and travel.
         But when the local government built a footpath to connect the community, the canal 
lost some of its use, slowly becoming a drainage for the community, with people habitually 
throwing garbage into it.  A few years before the co-creation workshop in 2018, the local 
people led by groups of seniors joined by young people organised a clean-up of the canal. 
More than a hundred locals participated and it became a monthly activity for the community. 

        During the co-creation workshop in Pontianak in the province of Kalimantan in Indonesia, 
we found the word ‘kotong royong’ which mean working together – or co-creation. We let the 
participants of the workshop to explore the seed of ‘kotong royong’, which led to many stories 
being shared. 

The story of Pontianak, Kalimantan in Indonesia:
The story of kotong royong

Co-creation in Pontianak, Indonesia in 2018. This is spirit of Kotong Royong.

Co-creation in Pontianak, Indonesia in 2018. This is spirit of Kotong Royong.Co-creation in Pontianak, Indonesia in 2018. This is spirit of Kotong Royong.

         We met the organisers to learn why and how they did that, in order to get the seed of 
co-creation – the seed of kotong royong. We can all learn from this seed that already exists, 
and then apply and amplify the kotong royong to present issues such as waste management, 
the management of open spaces, dealing with issues facing children, teenagers and elderly 
people, and lastly use this understanding to link with the local government.  



        In July 2019, we held a co-creation workshop in Jhenaidah city in Bangladesh. We found 
the seed of co-creation, named Doshemelae. The local story that came up was about the 
community hospital, and particularly the public engagement in the healthcare sector. 
We invited Dr Emdadul Haque, who previously experimented with public engagement in 
the hospital he worked at in Jasore before moving to Jhenaidah to implement the same 
model, to share his story of co-creation in the workshop. The principle he talked about was 
clear and resonated with our co-creation process, as well as other stories that came up in 
the workshop.

The seed of co-creation in Jhenaidah, Bangladesh:
The story of Doshemilae

Jhenaidah Sadar Hospital ,Jhenaidah hospital model
for public engagement in health.
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        In 2005, Dr Emdadul moved to Jhenaidah and started working in the local hospital. There 
were only four doctors and five nurses, who dealt with 20,000 patients per month. That was 
an impossible workload so he initiated a dialogue with other health workers to gain understanding 
of the context of Jehnaidah. He then organised public dialogues which included local 
leaders, the local government, senior citizens and associations of commerce to share their 
views of the situation and come up with an idea to create local support around health issues. 
        The next step was a training for health volunteers and nurses. To improve the cleanliness 
of the hospital, they organised a public event for local people to clean up the hospital together. 
Even the funding to improve the facilities and support health workers was raised by local 
volunteers. 

        This is the story of Doshemilae, where people came together to understand the situation 
they were facing and find ways to improve it locally. They turned the hospital into a community 
hospital, improved the healthcare and applied a prevention approach by training health 
volunteers to work in the local communities. This seed of cocreation expanded to the national 
level, as well as Africa.

        I asked Dr Emdad how he  thinks this knowledge can be transferred to the new generation 
or be made mainstream,. He answers “the curriculum for new doctors in Bangladesh has 
already incorporated this new reality and process. There are also many hospitals which 
operate like the one in Jhenaidah, so people can visit, learn and get inspired from seeing it 
work in practice”. 

        I then asked a last question to Dr Emdadul: “What do you think are the personal qualities 
you have in order to make this work possible?” He looked at me and answered with a gentle 
smile: “I think it is my confidence. I am confident that this way is possible and effective after 
listening and gaining understanding by working with people”.
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Take your time and 
look at the seeds of co-creation; 

listen to these new stories. 
There are two common powerful forces:

              the need to be free to       
create one’s self.

the need to reach out                             
for relationships 

with others.

         If we can create processes which allow these two powerful forces 
to flow, new understandings and solutions will emerge. The process of 
creating a new story to make everyone feel alive will also be there.

         Once you find your seed of co-creation and sense the qualities in 
you, ask yourself: how can you exhibit that quality right now? How can 
you nurture and strengthen it? Then try whichever small action can 
reinforce that quality.

         The qualities we have are the way we bring creative force to the 
process – and to the world at large. The more we connect with others 
and develop relationships, the more we share our qualities and allow for 
growth by learning from others. This is how the seed of our co-creation is 
grounded and starts to grow.

         The seed of co-creation in our communities and our cities have 
brought us close to the ground. We know who we can invite to our 
processes and circle. We can sense the key processes we can start, the 
places we can visit to gain understanding and inspiration, and we know 
this change is possible because there are always new stories. The need to 
co-create to write new stories for our present and our future is always there.


