
Too Many Daves
By Theodor Geisel

Did I ever tell you that Mrs. McCave
Had twenty-three sons 

and she named them all Dave?
Well, she did.

And that wasn’t  a smart thing to do.
You see, when she wants one 

and calls out, “Yoo-Hoo!
Come into the house, Dave!” 

she doesn’t get one.
All twenty-three Daves of hers come on the run!
This makes things quite dif icult at the McCaves’

As you can imagine, with so many Daves.
And often she wishes that, when they were born,

She had named one of them Bodkin Van Horn
And one of them Hoos-Foos. 

And one of them Snimm.
And one of them Hot-Shot. 

And one Sunny Jim.
And one of them Shadrack. 

And one of them Blinkey.
And one of them Stuffy. 

And one of them Stinkey.
Another one Putt-Putt. 

Another one Moon Face.
Another one Marvin O’Gravel 

Balloon Face.
And one of them Ziggy. 

And one Soggy Muff.
One Buffalo Bill. 

And one Biffalo Buff.
And one of them Sneepy. 

And one Weepy Weed.
And one Paris Garters. 
And one Harris Tweed.

And one of them Sir Michael Carmichael Zutt
And one of them Oliver Boliver Butt

And one of them Zanzibar Buck-Buck McFate ...
But she didn’t do it.

And now it’s too late.

rototyping is a fast, lower cost, lower risk, learning-rich approach 
to surface and test promising responses to tough challenges. The 
approach originated in the technical fi elds of engineering, so  ware 

design, and manufacturing, and has since spread to the arena of social in-
nova  on where diverse groups are experimen  ng with new ways to tackle 
vexing social, economic and environmental challenges.
Prototyping complements, rather than replaces, conven  onal pilot proj-
ects. Unlike pilot experiments, where a promising interven  on is “fi xed” for 
a longer period of  me and assessed through thorough evalua  ve tech-
niques, prototyping can be used to quickly and inexpensively develop and 
test ideas that may warrant eventual pilot tes  ng. In some cases, the results 
of prototype tests may be suffi  ciently robust that innovators can skip a full-
fl edged pilot study altogether.
Over  me, many diff erent prototypes, each with a unique purposes and 
processes, have emerged. Happily, unlike Dr. Seuss’s Ms. McCave, whose 
decision to name each of her 23 sons Dave meant she was unable to call on 
whatever specifi c son she needed at the moment, experimenters dis  n-
guish between at least seven types: 

Prototypes Prototyping

 Rapid
 Slow
 Probing
 Exploratory

 Developmental
 Incremental 
 Evolu  onary 

The challenge for social innovators is to select the prototype approach that 
best suits their situa  on and develop and evaluate each prototype ini  a  ve 
accordingly.



Different Types of Prototyping Processes
TYPE DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Rapid 
A process to help innovators make ideas 
tangible, learn by doing, and quickly test 
whether they hold promise for further de-
velopment.

A new group of professionals and clients of the family 
jus  ce system develop and sketch out a half-dozen dif-
ferent ways that the legal services can be made more 
aff ordable for low income families.

Slow 
A process to develop and test a new idea or 
model that requires changes in the capacity 
or culture of the innova  ng organiza  on in 
order to succeed. 

An oil and gas company diversifying into other forms 
of energy (e.g. solar, thermal, wind) technology must 
also build new skills, networks and knowledge re-
quired to be successful in those industries.

Probing (aka 
Throwaway) 

Developing and tes  ng an idea primarily to 
help group learn more about the complex 
system in which they are opera  ng and/or 
trying to change, but once the experiment is 
over, the prototype is ‘thrown away’ in the 
sense it may not be further developed. 

 An environmental group develops a clean technology 
prototype to surface the kind of regulatory barriers 
and opportuni  es involved with introducing new tech-
nology to the market.

Exploratory 
(aka Proof of 
Concept Tes  ng)

An early form of prototype, usually a 
visualiza  on of a concept or idea, tested 
to determine whether it warrants further 
development and tes  ng in the fi eld.

A group of local founda  ons interested in tes  ng a 
collabora  ve gran  ng process create a story board 
that describes each step in detail and then tests the 
feasibility of the process with a role playing exercise 
with prospec  ve grantees.

Developmental 
(aka Live) 

An applied or fi eld test of an idea, either the 
en  re model or a specifi c component, in the 
real world.

A local transit authority expanding its light rail transit 
line tests the compa  bility of its new signalling system 
with the signalling systems of the older line using 
several types of rela  onal so  ware.

Incremental 
A building block approach where an inno-
vator adds and tests components of a more 
complex model or solu  on incrementally 
over  me.

A construc  on company interested in building net 
zero ready homes develops, tests and refi nes diff erent 
elements of the housing unit over  me (e.g. water, 
electrical, hea  ng), adding and integra  ng each ele-
ment as it emerges un  l the house is considered “net 
zero” ready.

Evolu  onary Built in an itera  ve and incremental manner 
in an eff ort to more fully develop and refi ne 
a model or interven  on. May result in pro-
totype 1.0, 1.1. 1.2, 2.0, 3.0, etc.

A cell company develops successive versions of a new 
cell phone to test customers’ responses to an ever 
more sophis  cated set of features.

Sources:
Social Innovation Exchange: http://www.socialinnovationexchange.org;
Human Centred Design: http://www.designkit.org/human-centered-design;
NESTA: http://www.nesta.org.uk/

What We Know So Far is a 
series of documents that 
summarize some of the latest 
thinking or developments in 
the fi eld of social innova  on 
and community change.


