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What is Civic Innovation Change Lab?
4 

intensive 
months 

3 
valuable 
courses

2 
amazing 

instructors

1 
awesome 

team

Civic Innovation Change Lab is a unique, semester-long program from 
RADIUS SFU that has been running since 2011. Interdisciplinary in nature, 
students from diverse backgrounds and disciplines come together to tackle 
local challenges presented by the City of Vancouver. 

“Civic innovation” refers to a method that improves the lives of citizens, 
the functions of cities, the practice of citizenship, or the state of community 
affairs. This course weaves together advanced knowledge in civic issues, 
social innovation, and social entrepreneurship. This semester, we delved 
into the core practices of dialogue, design thinking, and business model 
development, while creating innovative solutions to challenges within our 
communities.
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34
Neighbourhood grocery 

stores remain

 350
Neighbourhood retailers lost 

over the last decade

145
Active neighbourhood 

retailers remaining

- By 2030, 90% of people will live within an easy walk or roll of 
their daily needs

- Fostering neighbourhood resiliency and building a sense of 
community belonging

- Supporting and encouraging local businesses to actively 
participate in green recovery and climate change

Within this problem space, we came  up with a solution that aligned with the City of Vancouver’s 
goals and the Vancouver Climate Emergency Action Plan by achieving the following: 

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, small neighbourhood retailers have faced 
significant challenges, forcing a number of businesses to close. Additionally, social 
distancing measures have further reduced the capacity of small businesses to support 
customers. Simultaneously, community members have been searching for ways to support 
the small neighbourhood retailers they love, but are at a loss when businesses do not sell 
their products online or are unaware of the most impactful way to approach it.
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2.0 How might we support small scale neighbourhood retail 
in Vancouver to attract new markets and sustain themselves 
through the pandemic and changing demographics  while 
achieving City of Vancouver’s climate-action goals?

3.0 How might we promote walkable 
communities and support small neighbourhood 
retailers in Vancouver in adapting to changing 
markets in a post-pandemic, green recovery?

Problem Statement Journey Keywords

Walkable communities: 
We wanted to ensure that communities are 
complete and within an easy walk or roll of 
everyone's daily needs

Supporting small neighbourhood 
retail: We strived to improve the resiliency 
of neighbourhood retailers by increasing 
their visibility to customers and levels of 
foot traffic

Adapting to changing markets:
We wanted to help small neighbourhood 
retailers recover from the pandemic in a 
way that leads to a more sustainable future

Post-pandemic, green recovery:
We wanted to  help  businesses take 
advantage of the online shift of consumer 
behaviour and business experiences

Define

What did we do to learn more?
Conducted more secondary research and spoke 
with mentors that came into class; from this, we
 were able to make a more defined decision.

Why did we change?
We needed to specify what new markets meant and how 
exactly we wanted to support our target businesses. 

What did we do to learn more?
Conducted more primary research and spoke to 
small retail owners to see the specific challenges 
they are facing in this area.

Why did we change?
Was too general for us to provide any solutions

What did we do to learn more?
Met with our City Partners, Leslie and Marga, 
to further clarify their goals for the project

Why did we change?
We pivoted to increase focus on the CEAP 
goals of walkable communities and fostering 
neighbourhood resilience

 1.0 How might we support corner stores and 
small-scale neighbourhood retail across Vancouver 
in a post-pandemic, green recovery and engage 
them in climate action?
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Secondary Research 
To gain a more holistic understanding of our problem area, we began reading through news articles, interviews, City 
reports, and existing research. We used the Impact Gaps Canvas to give us a starting point for our research. Below is a 
summary of some our key findings: 

Neighbourhood retailers act as social hubs 
and gathering spots for communities

Small businesses have faced lower levels of 
foot traffic since the pandemic

Bureaucratic barriers, such as regulations 
and complex permitting processes make it 
difficult for businesses to grow

Neighbourhood retailers find it difficult to 
survive with rising rent costs and urban 
development

Lack of technological capacity or online 
presence limits ability to adapt to digital 
environment

Competition from larger retailers has 
posed a significant threat to local business

Empathize
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To further our research, we created two surveys - one for community 
members and one for business owners - which we distributed via 
Facebook groups, Reddit threads, BIAs, and the greater SFU community. 
Our goal was to gain real insights into our problem area from the 
perspectives of those we were looking to support. 
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EmpathizeBy the Numbers

Limitations

30 Community Member 
survey respondents

7 Business Owner survey 
respondents

12 Observations

1 Business Improvement 
Area (BIA) Organization

Due to the current environment of the COVID-19 
pandemic, all of our research was conducted via social 
media. This meant that we were unable to reach 
community members who lacked an online presence, such 
as older age groups. Additionally, due to technological and 
language barriers, we were unable to contact key target 
businesses: ethnically owned, mom-and-pop retailers.

Community Members

Business Owners

Want to see their local businesses thrive

Want to find ways to support local businesses

Young populations are more concerned with climate change

Most were not concerned with sustainability or climate change

Impact on profits since pandemic varied

Pandemic has been a challenge for small businesses

Primary Research Empathize
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Primary Research

Andy Yan
SFU City Program 
Director

Bill Yuen
Executive Director of 
Heritage Vancouver

John Atkin
Civic Historian
Heritage Consultant

Amy Robinson
Founder of 
LocoBC

Aphrodite Boukidis
Social Innovation 
Consultant

Empathize

Key takeaways

Closure of local businesses creates a sense of loss 
within the community

Some businesses assume going online is
 expensive and complicated

 
Language barriers, bureaucratic processes, 
regulations, and upzoning limit capacity to grow 
and adapt

Businesses need to be adaptive and responsive to 
changing world around them

 
Some online presence is valuable, but is not the 
save-all solution

Reduced foot traffic and revenue have created 
significant impacts as a result of the pandemic

Prior to our midpoint presentation, our team conducted interviews with 
several City experts. Those we spoke to provided us with their thoughts 

and opinions on the struggles of small retailers and what needs to be 
done to support them. This helped to fill in any gaps from our 

secondary research and lack of business owner responses. 
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Ideate

Helps neighbourhood 
retailers adapt to changing 
markets by connecting them 
with student volunteers. 

This solution helps businesses in transitioning 
online, navigating bureaucratic processes, and 
provides additional support where needed. We 
discovered that recruiting volunteers, training 
them, and matching them with businesses would 
be more complicated than initially imagined. 

Initial Prototypes

Tracks steps and rewards users 
with coins to be redeemed for 
discounts at small 
neighbourhood retailers.

This solution aims to increase foot traffic to local 
retailers, improve their online visibility, and boost 
community health. Our idea was well-received for its 
relation to the Climate Emergency Action Plan, the 
promotion of walkable communities and well-being 
of community members,, and its support for local 
economies.

Provides online 
marketplace for small 
neighbourhood retailers to 
sell their products.

This solution aims to improve business’ online 
visibility and mitigate revenue loss due to the 
pandemic by connecting them directly to 
customers. We decided not to go with this idea 
because of difficulties in managing purchases, 
delivery, and customer service  posed  great 
risks and costs.
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Technology 

Name: Lisa Rossi

Age: 25 years 

Status in Canada: Second 
generation Italian Settler 

Income: $37k CAD/Year

Demographics

User Fears 

- Climate change

- Pandemic and its effect 
on local businesses

Buying Behaviour 

- Shops locally for daily needs

- Considers sustainability 
while shopping

User Persona - Community Member

- Environmentally conscious

- Lives a healthy lifestyle

- Promotes local businesses to 
friends and family 

Psychographics 

11
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Demographics

        Chai for Good

Incorporated: 15 years 

Type: Coffee Shop; Family Run

Revenue: $87k CAD/Year

User Fears 

- Decreased foot traffic

- Big business competition 

- Pandemic & closure

User Wants

- Increase online visibility

- Simple solutions 

- Add value to community

User Persona - Small retailer

- Somewhat aware about climate 
change 

- Sustainable business practices

- Acts as social hub for community

Psychographics 

Technology 

- Does not use any social 
media

- Only visible on Google

- Approached by services 
like DoorDash

12
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Customer Journey Map

Consider
 Week 1

Explore
Week 2

Compare
Week 3

Test
 Week 4

Loyalty
Week 5

1. See a blog on the Medium 
about Penguin Rewards 

2. See Facebook and Instagram 
Ads for the App 

3. Explore the website and see 
other app in recommendation on 
app store

4. Downloads the app and 
explores how it works before she 
goes to pick up her daily coffee 

5. Downloads other apps to see 
what they have to offer for small 
businesses and climate change

6. Talks to friends about the app 
and ask them about their 
opinions

7. Talks to Uncle John to know 
more about his experience of 
being on Penguin Rewards as a 
business 

8. Starts keeping track of the steps 
and the coins associated

9. Tries new stores to redeem 
offers 

10. Have casual conversations 
with store owners to know more 
about their experience

11. Posted a video that talks about 
Penguin Rewards

12. Starts suggesting this to 
friends and family 

13. Reaches out to the company 
for collaborations 

Lisa: The Emotional Buyer
Lisa is always up to date with all the social, political and community events around her and her 
choice of being aware of her surroundings is very much reflected during her buying decision too. 

Scenario: Lisa was researching about her next youtube video about  how to help small 
businesses during pandemic, lisa came across an article about penguin rewards , the app that helps 
you save the climate and save your money! Her attention is grabbed...

Expectation:

● A Tangible solution that she can share on her channel.
● A solution she can try to give a review on!
● Solution that can tell how much have been contributed to 

the issue so far. 

“Interesting! Can 
they read my 
mind?”

“Oh Cute! I love the 
layout..What? I can grab 
coffee from uncle John’s 
store at 20% off?”

“I like their vision, but 
they do need some 
more work on their 
app.”

“I love this! I met 
Derick after ages.. I 
didn’t know his shop 
was still open!”

“Hmm..they seem to be 
new, I don't know if I 
want to download 
this...”

“Aggh.. I wish I could 
compare the offers with 
other neighbourhoods.”

Prototype

“I don't know, I get pretty 
good discounts from Uncle 
John’s store..just cause he 
knows me..Is it really 
beneficial?”

“I should start keeping 
more track of my steps 
for my video!”

“I am going to make Priya 
join this! She would love 
some discount on her 
favourite Aachar!” 

13
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How it works: Community Members

To get started, you will 
first create an account 
on our app and link it to 
your Apple Health app 
or health tracker to 
track your steps.

On our app, you will be 
able to see the offers 
and discounts provided 
by small retailers in 
your area.

To collect coins, all you 
have to do is start 
walking or rolling! For 
every 100 steps, you will 
earn 1 coin.

Once you start 
collecting coins,  you 
can redeem them for 
offers and discounts!

Small Neighbourhood Retailers

Businesses will create a 
profile by providing their 
location and information, 
and will then upload their 
offers and discounts.

By joining our platform, 
businesses will benefit 
from greater online 
visibility, which will 
generate more foot traffic.

Once customers start 
redeeming offers and 
discounts...

...businesses will be able to 
track the number of offers 
redeemed and how much 
revenue they have 
generated. 14

Prototype



Imagine you are on your daily walk and decide to 
visit Arbutus Coffee in Kitsilano...

After making your purchase using the discount 
code from Penguin Rewards... 

...after walking 1000 steps, you’ve 
earned 10 coins on Penguin 
Rewards.

You go to the Penguin Rewards app 
and see that for 10 coins, Arbutus 
Coffee is offering 10% off a 
regular coffee...

...so instead of 
$3.00, you only have 
to pay $2.70. Awesome!

...Arbutus Coffee will pay us a 
commission fee of 30% on the 

discounted price.

Since the discounted coffee now costs 
$2.70, Arbutus Coffee will pay us 

$0.80 in commission.

This means that Arbutus Coffee 
will collect $1.90 in revenue from the 

coffee, after the discount and commission is applied.

User Discount 
Redemption

Retailer 
Commission Fees

Prototype
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User Testing & Market Validation
In order to gather market validation for our idea, we shared our prototype with friends and 
family, posted our survey on Reddit and Facebook, and gathered feedback from several 
mentors. Although we received positive feedback, our team struggled to connect with small 
neighbourhood retail owners on a consistent basis in order to get valuable feedback on our 
prototype.

Suggest adding a feature where you can add 
people walking with you which might allow 

you to be eligible for group discounts.

“
”

It sounds fun. I am always walking nowadays 
so would love to get some rewards while 

stopping by for a quick bite.

“
”

12
survey + interview 

respondents

80%
of survey respondents 

between the ages of 
18-24

60%
of surveyors  responded 
“very likely - likely” to 

use our app

Test

Love idea to 
support 

local 
businesses

Enjoy 
gamification 
and rewards 

system

Interviews
12

Interested in 
donating  
coins to 
charity

I've used similar apps to this before 
but stopped after a couple days. 
Maybe make it more enticing. ”

“

I love the idea. Reminds me of credit 
card points but in real life. ”

“

16



Business Model Canvas - For Profit
Key Partners Key Activities

Key Resources

Value Propositions Customer 
Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

● Age 20 - 35

● Comfortable using 
mobile apps

● Live in Vancouver

● Able-bodied: 
inclusive of 
walking and rolling

● Want to stay active

● Motivates users to stay 
active

● Promote community 
belonging

● Language accessible
● Saves users money on 

their daily needs

● Improving online 
visibility

● Incentivizing 
sustainable business 
practices 

● Increasing foot traffic
● Supporting local 

economies

Community Members

Small Businesses

● Organic social media 
research

● Paid advertisements on 
social media

● Phone calls and emails
● In-person business and 

community outreach

● Small businesses  
(Restaurants, 
Cafes, 
Convenience 
stores)

● Business 
Improvement 
Areas (BIAs) 

● City of Vancouver

● Recruiting businesses to 
participate

● Marketing to get user 
validation and onboarding

● Have leaderboards to create 
competition between 
neighbourhoods

● App developers
● Investments
● Data collection 

algorithms
● Marketing teams

● Mobile App
● Facebook, Instagram, 

Tiktok 
● Sticky posters on local 

businesses’ windows

● App Development
● Digital Marketing
● Initial onboarding Offers
● Legal fees and corporation

● Commission fees for every offer redeemed or product solid
● Promoting particular business through in-platform ads

Prototype
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Value Proposition

Community Members Small Neighbourhood Retailers

Motivates users to stay physically active

Promotes community belonging

Language accessible 

Saves users money on their daily needs

18

Improves online visibility

Incentivizes sustainable business practices

Increases foot traffic

Supports local economies

Prototype



Users can click the drop 
down bar to modify 
language settings

Earning coins can be 
initiated at the click of a 
button

Final Solution

Penguin Rewards is an app that gets you virtual 
coins for every step or roll (or waddle) you take, 
which then gives you access to special offers and 
discounts at a wide network of local 
neighbourhood retailers. You can walk or roll 
alone, or compete with friends and be the star of 
your neighbourhood!

Our mission is to strengthen local economies and 
promote healthy communities by getting people 
moving with our interactive rewards app, all while 
reducing our impact on the environment and 
promoting sustainable practices.

Penguin Rewards was created to help 
neighbourhood retailers adapt to changing markets 
in a post-pandemic, green recovery. Our platform 
aims to promote community resilience by 
connecting businesses with their communities and 
by incentivizing consumers to buy locally.

Prototype
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Final Solution

The map will display 
which small 
neighbourhood 
retailers are on our 
platform that are 
eligible for discount 
and offer redemption

Users can walk/roll 
alone or compete 
with their friends 
and be the star of 
their neighbourhood 

The dashboard shows users 
their daily step count, distance 
walked, time, and total GHG 
emissions saved per day

Users can set goals for 
themselves and have streaks 
for each day they meet their 
goal

Users can invite their 
friends to walk 
together  by sharing 
their friend code

Prototype
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Final Solution

This dashboard 
shows users retailers 
that have available 
offers
Users can choose 
from a variety of 
retailers 

Users redeem offers 
by showing the 
promotional code to 
the selected retailer

Retailers can add bios to their 
profile and their social media 
handles for users to click on

The number of coins earned 
is displayed at the top and is 
adjusted as steps as taken and 
rewards redeemed

Prototype
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Competitive Analysis

Focus on Local 
Retailers

Rewards with 
Gift Cards

Focus on Online 
Businesses and 

Big Brands 

Rewards with 
Offers/Discounts

22

“Better for your health, your 
community, your wallet, and the 
environment.” 

We wanted to create a platform that differs 
from our competitors based on the services 
we provide and the quality of these services.

With Penguin Rewards, our platform focuses 
on providing support for local retailers rather 
than big brands and e-commerce websites. 
We do so by providing customers with 
unique discount codes and offers rather than 
gift cards. Unlike our competitors, our goal is 
to connect communities with their local 
retailers.

(See Appendix III)

Prototype



Business Model  Breakdown 
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Revenue Model

Commission 
Fees

Advertising 
and 

Promotion

Local 
Businesses

Community 
Members

Key Partners

Prototype

Operating Costs

App 
maintenance Marketing

Cost per 
install

As a for-profit business, we will generate revenue 
by charging businesses a 30%* commission fee for 

every offer redeemed

As a two-sided market, our key stakeholders include 
local businesses as our main customers and 

community members as our users.

Percentage  of 
redeemed offer 
value

Number of 
offers

30% 100

25% 150

20% 200

15% 250

*

We’ll be charging 
businesses a flat rate of 
30% per offer redeemed. 
This number would vary 
depending on their 
margins and number of 
offers they want to offer 
on Penguin Rewards

Commision Fee Model



Business Model  Breakdown: Cost

Start Up Cost Projected 
($CAD)

Advertising for Opening/Signage 500

App Development 4,000

Business License/Entity/Permits 400

Legal Professional Fees 500

Operating Cash/Contingencies 400

Total Cost $5,800

Our start up cost is relatively low. To achieve this, 
we researched how we could develop an app 
without significant overhead. Using the ionic 
framework, our team’s developing skills, and 
bringing in volunteers we will be able to develop 
the user and business side cross-platform 
applications and run it on Firebase.

We estimate that our operating costs for the first 
year will be covered by grants such as Radius SFU’s 
Social Innovation Seed Fund and/or government 
grants. This will give us ample time to monetize 
Penguin Rewards from the commission fees, which 
we estimate.

Prototype

24



Primary and Secondary 
Market Research

Roadmap and Conclusion

February 2021

March 2021

Prototype Development 
and Testing

April  2021
Market Validation and 
preparing for MVP initiation

June 2021

Beta Launch with partnered 
businesses

September 2021
Pivoting if needed and 
expanding to cities

December 2021

Feb Mar Apr June Sept Dec

Analyze traction and 
KPIs set

Penguin Rewards not only addresses the City of Vancouver’s climate action goals, but it 
improves neighbourhood resiliency by supporting local economies and connecting 

community members with small neighbourhood retailers. We hope to continue this project 
towards the next stages of implementation and aim to expand our business to different 

cities. We are looking to put together an advisory board to help us with the journey forward!
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Thank You 

We would like to take a moment to acknowledge 
that the progress we have made would not have 
been achievable without the guidance of several 
key individuals, including our amazing instructors 
Tim and Tamara and our City partners Marga and 
Leslie, as well insights we gained from all of our 
survey respondents, city experts, and community 
members that we had the pleasure of making 
connections with. 

We couldnʼt have made it this far without each and 
every one of you!

Follow our journey: @penguinrewards

ਤੁਹਾਡਾ ਧੰਨਵਾਦਤੁਹਾਡਾ ਧੰਨਵਾਦ

تھینکیوتھینکیو

ありがとうございました

Ďakujem 
நன்றி நன்றி 

Teşekkür ederim

감사합니다

Gracias

감사합니다

Teşekkür ederim

Ďakujem مرسی عزیزم

谢谢
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Equity-Centered Design Framework Appendix - II

Throughout our journey of initial assumptions, research, defining our thoughts, and prototyping, we followed 
the equity-centered design framework which is a framework for complex, iterative, and targeted solutions that 
emphasizes on the need to define the problem well and build sooner to get better feedback with the focus of the 
end user. Throughout the program we also took the time to do strategic equity pauses to reflect on our 
language, ideas, and assumptions. The hexagon on the top right of each slide describes which stage of the 
framework we were on.



Comparable products

Users earn rewards for doing 
exercises and get rewards as gift 
cards

Delivers users coins based on their 
movement. They earn money through 
partner brands and sweatcoin community 
through commissions and upgradation.

A real time walking game, where you can 
work to nearby treasure chest location to 
spin or unlock rewards. They earn through 
business signups as they market for them at 
0.20 per spin flat rate.  

Appendix - III



Competitive advantage

S
Strengths

W
Weaknesses

O
Opportunities

T
Threats

Local economy 
focused

Emphasizes 
community and 
sense of belonging

Requires funding 
for first year of 
operation

Longevity of 
business 

The rise of 
technology  

Increasing trend of 
gamified apps

Increasing sense of 
belonging within 
communities

Users potentially 
gaming the app 

Pandemic, potential 
lockdowns

Low barriers to 
entry  

Appendix - IV




