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For centuries, innovation has been a tool for humankind to 
evolve society to our benefit. Though the term itself has 
many definitions and practitioners, at its core it reflects 
humanity’s need to transform our world for the better. 
However, innovation can also reflect our capacity to 
dehumanize, exploit, and wield supremacy over one another, 
reinforced by hundreds of years of oppression and its 
resulting violence. In recent years, for instance, we’ve seen 
social media normalize and promote white nationalist 
rhetoric, policing systems utilize digital tools of mass 
incarceration like facial recognition software and GPS 
tracking, and fossil fuel companies refuse to decarbonize 
energy infrastructure despite the apocalyptic risk to people 
and planet. Even when the intention behind the work is 
rooted in social justice and movements, innovation culture - 
the process, outcomes, social conditions, resources, and 
practitioners - often benefits people in power.  

This twisted innovation practice hasn’t only hurt people at 
the margins, however. Our entire society is experiencing 
multiple concurrent crises developed by corrupted 
innovations that threaten our collective existence. To change 
this condition, then, we must first reshape how and why we 
innovate.  

In this white paper, we recognize it is human to transform our 
world, but argue that it is essential to redefine innovation 
itself in order to build a healthy, just, free society. We 
introduce Equity Innovation (EI, which can best be described 
as a process and outcomes that reflect just transformation - 
catalyzing change to right social, economic, technological, 
cultural and political injustice by achieving equity for and with 
communities who have been historically and holistically 
robbed of power. This resource outlines the background, 
purpose, guiding questions, and cornerstone principles 
which guide Think Rubix’s Equity Innovation practice. This 
work aims to break the cycle of systemic oppression and 
violence that corrupts innovation into a practice of building 
futures that subjugate, extract, and build profit solely for 
people in power.

Equity Innovation as Just Transformation01Summary
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“There have been and still are recurrent 
controversies on what innovation is.” 
Benoit Godin, Innovation Contested 02Contesting 

Innovation

When most people conceptualize innovation, they tend to 
think of new products and services that supposedly make 
human work easier and more productive, from material items 
like iPhones and artificial intelligence to more abstract forms 
like the gig economy. There’s a reason for that. Joseph 
Schumpeter explains that the connection we make in our 
popular imagination between innovation and a productive 
neoliberal economy is a result of the “[the] process of 
industrial mutation...that incessantly revolutionizes the 
economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the 
old one, incessantly creating a new one.” Essentially, in 
modern society, we conceive innovation as a constant cycle 
of creating things to make our work more productive and 
create more value, then doing away with them once we 
invent an even more productive way of doing things. It’s been 
that way since the Industrial Revolution. However, like many 
terms we use across the expanse of human history, society’s 
understanding of - and relationship with - “innovation” has 
changed.  

Unpacked by Benoit Godin in the discursive historiological 
text, ‘Innovation Contested,’ the word took on a pejorative 
framing before the 20th century, used to represent deviants 
of the church and nonconformists of the state. But as the 

Industrial Revolution began in earnest and innovation 
became associated with technological change and social 
advancement, it started to take on the popular definition we 
see today. Godin outlines the discursive qualities modern 
society associates with ‘innovation’ in its current state: 

Normative. Innovation is always good. It’s the righteous, 
beneficial, centering ethic we engage in as a society; and 
making something new, good, and shiny is always the 
preferred direction. 
Performative. Invoking the word aims to persuade people to 
action. It’s rarely taken as a reflexive word; just like innovation 
requires action, implementation, activity, using the word tries 
to jolt people to move in the direction of the person using it. 
Utopian. Innovation traditionally assumes blank slate, aiming 
toward a future yet to be made. It’s the solution for nearly 
every problem in society, and it does so without considering 
how it affects actual society.  
Industrial/Market-Centered. Traditionally, innovations 
support technological interventions. It’s not innovation unless 
it’s injected into the market; and social, political, and cultural 
changes aren’t given the same label.” 

This critique is apparent at the international and the local 
levels. Like many international policies and mandates, the 
artifacts of innovation have been used across the world to 
exploit, wield, and center power. On a global scale, Drahos 
and Braithwaite make the case for how the Agreement on 
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS, the international legal 

https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/complexity-innovation-and-development-schumpeter-revisited
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/complexity-innovation-and-development-schumpeter-revisited
https://www.routledge.com/Innovation-Contested-The-Idea-of-Innovation-Over-the-Centuries/Godin/p/book/9780415727204
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agreement between all member nations of the World Trade 
Organization, was built on a ‘logic of domination.’ Although 
western powers had the choice to use their knowledge to 
benefit many Global South states, instead they built rules 
where US intellectual property standards could be imposed 
on all other countries by incorporating those rules into the 
international trade regime. As a result, powerful corporate 
and multinational stakeholders remain committed to 
knowledge feudalism instead of supporting social and 
economic development across the world. Today, this is 
reflected in the global race to distribute vaccines, where 
powerful stakeholders like the US denied vaccine IP pooling 
protocols that would have allowed other communities to 
manufacture life-saving resources during the global 
pandemic to desperate communities in the Global South, 
creating and sunstaining a global vaccine apartheid.  

On the national levels, the Oslo Manual codifies an innovation 
framing that dictates countries, and firms within them, should 
measure and support innovations that can produce the 
largest market shifts possible. Essentially, the Manual’s use 
prioritizes - and incentivizes - innovations that can spread 
the farthest across the world and make the most money. 
This policy excludes and exploits marginalized communities 

from being included in - and benefiting from - the innovation: 
for instance, these rules have allowed Western countries to 
acquire, research, and implement extractive bioprospecting; 
where market innovations on indigenous plants and 
resources have excluded traditional knowledge communities 
from the socioeconomic gains for decades on end.  

On more local levels, innovation processes and outcomes 
have never been divorced from systemic oppression, even 
though the inventors might have intentionally supported 
citizens, companies, and the global economy. Some 
innovations explicitly achieved racist goals such as redlining, 
or city highway divisions, and others weren’t purposefully 
racist, but came to reflect a practice and/or culture that is 
racist, such as airport scanners. Whether intentional or not, 
these new products and services are shaped by people, 
policies, structures, and stories that exploit - especially if 
that exploitation isn’t considered in the design. 

In today’s age, innovation - as a process, outcomes, and a 
field - prides disruption over recognizing aftermath, centers 
the customer at the expense of the system, and appeals to 
the new over the wisdom of the old. However, the concept of 
innovation also represents a core quality endemic to the 
human condition: the fact that humans define themselves by 
their ability to transform the world. This is why Think Rubix 
stands to redefine the term to shape human’s 
transformational capacities towards the betterment of 
society.

Contesting Innovation

Equity Innovation as Just Transformation
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“If we take seriously the idea that current 
power structures are not only unjust but also 
steadily leading humanity down an 
unsustainable path that ends in planetary 
ecological collapse and species death, then 
we can’t be satisfied with purely pragmatic 
design.” 
Sasha Constanza-Chock, Design Justice 

03Redefining 
Innovation

Very slowly, humans are recognizing how our past 
transgressions over the scale of the Industrial Revolution are 
haunting us today. Pandemics, the climate crisis, ecological 
devastation, white nationalism, water wars and cyber 
warfare - these and many more crises are all coming to a 
head at nearly the same time due to human intervention. 
Current business as usual is tearing the social fabric of 
humanity apart. To change this, it means we must also 
interrogate how we manifest change in the first place.  

To build on the work, we recognize the sage insights of Paolo 
Friere’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, on two points:  
1. “...Humans exist in a world which they are constantly 

re-creating and transforming.” 
2. “I consider the fundamental theme of our epoch to be 

that of domination — which implies its opposite, the 
theme of liberation, as the objective to be achieved.”  

Practicing transformation to reach liberation is the praxis we 
build with every fiber of our being. 

To begin, we must question why business-as-usual 
innovation isn’t enough to shift our future. We offer multiple 
questions about innovation that move towards redefinition: 

• Who is included in the process of developing innovation? 
• Who is allowed the resources - the funding, the 

relationships, the space, the attention, the materials - to 
engage in the innovation process? 

• Who benefits from the artifacts, and outcomes, of an 
innovation process? 

• What problem spaces are considered valuable 
innovation opportunities? 

• What stakeholders are considered changemakers, 
entrepreneurs, and innovators?  

• Where are innovations found, and where are spaces 
where innovation is developed? 

• What type of personal experiences are considered 
valuable research insights that will support productive 
innovation activity?  

• Why should we innovate? 

Actualizing the imagination is a political act. Those that 
recognize the many inequities contained in the ‘innovation’ 
community also recognize the inherent power of building a 
new resource towards some end, and how this very process 
can reproduce inequity.  Who gets to actualize their 
imagination, what designs get actualized, and how society 
uses those designs are all a product of social power systems. 
Innovation is about what can exist, and what can shape new 
futures. Centering equity is important to the goal of justice 
because justice requires change, but maintaining justice 
requires a new innovation ethos to sustain the equitable 
structures or risk falling back onto inequitable systems 
dependent on power. 

https://design-justice.pubpub.org/
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“Caring for something beyond oneself has to 
come at the beginning of the creative 
process, not at the end.” 
Kwame Ferreira, Design Thinking is Killing Our Home Planet 

04Equity 
Innovation

Today, the worlds of equity work and innovation practice 
broadly stand as separate disciplines. Specialists in the 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI space traditionally offer 
introspection into addressing issues that affect people at the 
margins in organizations. However, many of those everyday 
workplace issues are inseparable from the systemic 
problems that perpetuate oppression in organizations and 
the societies they operate in. As outlined by Kim Tran, the 
industry started in the early ’60s because President Kennedy 
required government contractors ‘to "take affirmative action 
to ensure'' that employees be treated fairly irrespective of 
their race, religion, or nationality.’ As a tool centered in the 
methods of human resources and organizational 
development, it rarely reflects the history of the social justice 
activists which inspired the movement. 

Similarly, the Design and Innovation industries are 
communities with a canonical center in the technological 
explosion of Silicon Valley. In the 1980s, organizations like 
IDEO built a novel way to industrialize the design process - 
through design thinking, human-centered design, creative 
confidence, and a litany of other fields - into a multibillion 
dollar knowledge industry. However, many critiques of the 
field reveal innovation and design’s inability to recognize 

systemic and historical oppression. It’s an apolitical 
methodology that builds futures which protect the powerful, 
and the innovations it develops are completely framed by 
who’s doing the work - and a field which continues to be 
majority white needs more than cookie-cutter methods and 
workshops. 

As interdisciplinarians, we recognize the value in these fields 
and offer new foundations with which to build. To start this 
reframing, Think Rubix has developed a core that redefines 
innovation not solely as the innate human urge to transform, 
but as a process of guiding that transformation towards 
reimagining and redistributing power for justice and 
liberation. As a collective, we offer the nascent, yet growing 
field of Equity Innovation to support the evolution of human 
intervention. In doing so we offer this definition that serves 
as a cornerstone to our work.

https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/features/a35915670/the-diversity-and-inclusion-industry-has-lost-its-way/
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/features/a35915670/the-diversity-and-inclusion-industry-has-lost-its-way/
https://www.impossible.com/planet-centric-design/a-mindset-shift-ab285
https://hbr.org/2018/09/design-thinking-is-fundamentally-conservative-and-preserves-the-status-quo
https://hbr.org/2018/09/design-thinking-is-fundamentally-conservative-and-preserves-the-status-quo
https://www.fastcompany.com/3067659/survey-design-is-73-white
https://www.fastcompany.com/3067659/survey-design-is-73-white
https://thinkrubix.com/
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Equity Innovation as Just Transformation. 
Equity Innovation as Just Transformation.

What do we mean by this? Let’s start with ‘Transformation.’ Although 
innovation has changed through the years, what remains core to the 
definition is that it involves human-led change. By focusing on 
transformation in our definition, we specifically name the process, the 
activity, and the consequences of any transitions we cause. This transition 
can happen through humans making anything: whether they be products, 
services, relationships, experiences, policies, narratives, ecosystems, 
nations, identities, and more.

Secondly, let’s unpack ‘Just,’ short for ‘justice.’ Essential to ‘Equity Innovation’ 
is recognizing how to make ‘justice’ core to the process. This definition 
recognizes in all ways, shapes and forms how systems of power, privilege, 
history and identity influences whose agency must rebuild a sustainable, 
thriving society. This requires naming, building space for, and guiding these 
power relationships through society and using them as fuel to guide the 
transformation towards better futures. This means the people historically 
and presently disempowered should not only be prioritized as ones who 
should have their lives changed, but they should be the core designers of 
the better future we aim to build as a collective. 

Together, the topic of Just Transformation centers the bridging of two 
worlds: between the capacity of those at the margins and how a better 
future can be built with them in partnership. As is outlined by the Curb Cut 
Effect, the investment in the livelihood of a single marginalized community 
allows for the systemic health of a broader community as a whole. 
Therefore, Think Rubix will plant its ground in recognizing, building power 
with, and imagining futures for a better world for marginalized communities. 

9

Equity Innovation as Just Transformation

Equity Innovation

https://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/curb-cut-effect#:~:text=The%20Curb%2DCut%20Effect%2C%20in,of%20opportunity%2C%20and%20just%20society.
https://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/curb-cut-effect#:~:text=The%20Curb%2DCut%20Effect%2C%20in,of%20opportunity%2C%20and%20just%20society.
https://thinkrubix.com/
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“The master’s tools will never dismantle the 
master’s house.” 
Audre Lorde 05Practicing 

Innovation

Equity Innovation differs from our pejorative understanding 
of innovation in multiple ways. It holds the process of making 
change as equal and important as the outcome. It searches 
out and designs against the white supremacy culture visible 
in most other modern innovation processes, such as striving 
for perfectionism, belief in only one right way, individualism 
and exclusion, paternalistic activity, and more. It recognizes 
that normal processes of changemaking are flawed or 
deliberately designed in ways that reproduce inequity, and 
therefore, only an equitable process can produce an 
equitable outcome.

The core principle, then, is that the goal of EI  in whatever 
form it takes - is influenced by the context that marginalized 
identities experience, and the process includes, at each level, 
practical power-sharing for the marginalized identities to 
build a better future. However, to ensure the work is 
adaptable to many different problems, communities, and 
contexts, EI must remain flexible enough to meet a variety of 
needs but structured enough to root itself to its core  
mission. To do this, we start not with best practices or rigid 
frameworks, but working principles. Many different design 
justice thinkers have developed helpful frameworks and 
principles to guide EI processes, which we draw upon to root 
this emergent discipline. 

• Recognizing the problem, the surrounding context, and 
the positionality of stakeholders involved in building 
alternatives. Before any discussion of interventions or 
change can happen, participants need a landscape 
analysis of the roots of the problem, how different 
identities have shaped or are shaped by the problem, and 
how the positionality of different identities involved in the 
process affect the form and goals it takes on. In principle, 
this means that marginalized identities are the leaders, but 
it’s important for all participants to have a thorough 
understanding of their positionality when multiple 
marginalized identities are at play, since impact rarely 
affects one marginalized identity at a time. 

• Sharing power in every endeavor. Most colonizing 
incentives - its practices, its policies, its culture - are built 
around exclusion, exploitation, and centering power in all of 
its forms. Innovators, as builders of the future, have a 
choice: to build a future that perpetuates this centering of 
power, or one that shares with others. As designers, this 
means building spaces for marginalized identities to 
research, imagine, and build together, owning the space as 
facilitators and co-collaborators instead of functioning as 
isolated experts of future-shaping, and building networks 
and spaces of collaboration in the future shaping process. 
Marginalized-centering design, decolonization resources 
and principles, and political organizing principles are 
necessary to build these spaces.

https://www.dismantlingracism.org/white-supremacy-culture.html
https://www.dismantlingracism.org/white-supremacy-culture.html
https://www.dismantlingracism.org/white-supremacy-culture.html
https://www.creativereactionlab.com/our-approach
https://design-justice.pubpub.org/pub/ap8rgw5e/release/1
https://design-justice.pubpub.org/pub/ap8rgw5e/release/1
http://www.decolonisingdesign.com/statements/2016/editorial/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Hbymt6a3zz044xF_LCqGfTmXJip3cetj5sHlxZEjtJ4/edit
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• Honoring the lived expertise of marginalized people 
across all elements of the process. Innovation can make 
many types of change, but as EI aims to build spaces of 
opportunities for decolonization, it values people’s 
experience, labor, vision, needs, and values. This involves 
recognizing ways of honoring knowledge through 
community work, transforming experiences of injustice into 
spaces of opportunity, rightfully compensating local 
experts for their expertise and labor, recognizing ways to 
inclusively engineer for the needs of all in building design 
spaces, and allowing for democratic decision making and 
spaces for accountability. Compromises based on rejecting 
any of these elements for any identity is not EI. 

• Refusing change for the sake of change, and upholding 
what is working. By honoring indigenous, traditional, and 
community knowledge and practices, we again assert that 
the people closest to the pain are the closest to the 
solution, and reject the notion that systems must 
necessarily be completely upended in order to work better 
for stakeholders. In many ways, building and adapting 
knowledge at the margins across the current context 
remains an innovation these communities desperately 
need. 

• Accepting the importance for complexity, dynamism, and 
contextuality. Over the recent decade, oppression as a 
systemic construct has become a buzzword. This holds 
advantages and disadvantages: although it correctly 
names the embeddedness of inequity, the oppressive 

ubiquity makes changemakers feel powerless to address 
them. Equity Innovation requires systems thinking and 
historical analyses that name oppressive relationships and 
shape equitable relationships, and understands how any 
changes will affect the structure - from the grassroots to 
the treetops. 

• Integrating healing into the process and outcomes of just 
transformation. Although EI is intended to right some kind 
of injustice caused by systems, we recognize that the 
scope of righting a traumatic wrong is necessarily limited. 
There is no way to erase the pain, loss, and grief wrought 
by the many injustices in the world today, and claiming to 
bring justice where there is none is an insult to those who 
experience it. Rather, EI focuses on healing-centered 
engagement - a long-term response to trauma that focuses 
on breaking the generational, institutional, cultural, 
normative, and individual cycles of violence and harm that 
created the trauma in the first place - as integral to the 
process. Healing holds space for the diverse and 
conflicting feelings caused by trauma while guiding the 
seeker to a place of resolution based on the creation of 
new and non-harmful conditions both within the seeker 
and the society at large.  

• Empowering stakeholders to engage in solutions that are 
non-exploitative - and at best, regenerative - of both 
people and planet. It’s certainly within the realm of 
possibility to have an equity-based process that still 
reproduces inequity, so it is important to work towards 
goals designed with this principle in mind. EI as an iterative 
process should center the relationship in and among 
communities as well as the relationship between humans 
and earth in equal measure.

Practicing Innovation

Equity Innovation as Just Transformation

https://ginwright.medium.com/the-future-of-healing-shifting-from-trauma-informed-care-to-healing-centered-engagement-634f557ce69c
https://ginwright.medium.com/the-future-of-healing-shifting-from-trauma-informed-care-to-healing-centered-engagement-634f557ce69c
https://designjustice.org/read-the-principles
https://www.impossible.com/planet-centric-design/a-mindset-shift-ab285
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Hbymt6a3zz044xF_LCqGfTmXJip3cetj5sHlxZEjtJ4/edit
https://designjustice.org/read-the-principles
https://designjustice.org/read-the-principles
https://designjustice.org/read-the-principles
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“Right now we don’t know what’s right so 
much as we know what’s wrong, and what 
we’ve tried. And based on how constantly 
surprised I still am by life every day, I suspect 
that will likely continue to be the case, and 
hopefully, perpetually resolving these major 
issues continues to be interesting..” 
Adrienne Maree Brown, Emergent Strategy 

06Transforming 
Innovation

The principles outlined here are intended to be evolving, 
dynamic, and adaptable to unique equity innovation 
contexts. An appropriate metaphor is thus: these ideas are a 
seed, which will build a tree to support the ecosystem of 
equitable interventions intent on transforming the new world 
order. As an emerging field, the scholarship on EI, design 
justice, and related concepts is still developing, and we both 
expect and welcome changes to definition, structure, 
principles, key ideas, and methods. Just as the definition of 
innovation has been contested over time, we can anticipate 
that equity innovation will be as well, and so this definition is 
merely intended as a rough roadmap rather than a static 
outline. 

Additionally, we recognize our work is only a small 
contribution of many. Equity-centered practice is steeped in 
research, evaluation, activism, organizational change, design, 
urban planning and architecture, political engagement, and 
countless others. Innovation, as a transdiscipline focused on 
building tangible futures, cannot survive without the wisdom 
and insights of the past and present. In doing so, we intend 
to build - and support - the thriving ecosystem of equity 
activity intent on transforming the world we share. 

As the world changes, so too do the systems and individuals 
within them. EI is not just a way of shaping change, but a 
process of confronting change over which we have no 
control. Over time, we tear down old barriers to equity and 
create new problems inhibiting it, so EI as a concept must 
necessarily change along with the world it seeks to 
transform.  

https://www.akpress.org/emergentstrategy.html
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