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Abstract

Asa novem for creatively engaging citizens and stakeholders to find solutions to
compl , co-design holds great promise for policy-makers. It has been vaunted as a
way to more innovative ideas, ensure policies and services match the needs of
citizens, achi conomic efficiencies by improving responsiveness, foster cooperation and
trust b iferent groups, meaningfully engage the ‘hard to reach’, and achieve support
for change. This article considers how we might determine whether co-design has real potential
to dramatigally improve policy processes and outcomes. Drawing on relevant literature on
participat , design thinking and public sector innovation, this review explores the
meaning tial of co-design in the context of public policy. It highlights the
philosoph@rpinnings and normative implications of participatory design, and questions
the feasibility of achieving the promised outcomes in the challenging context of contemporary
policy-mafing.
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Summary at a glance:

Co-design is a promising approach that offers creative and participatory methods for engaging
differerMeople and knowledge in the policy process. More documentation, analysis
and evaluatigmsate nonetheless required to determine the extent to which co-design can meet its
innovativormative potential in policy-making.

Main texthduction

Ona cold@ in 2015, a small group of casually attired public sector workers gathered in
a run—dowmg in South Auckland, New Zealand. Surrounded by walls plastered in
colourful stickynotes, the co-design team warmed up over cups of tea and through a creative

ice-break Local families, predominantly from indigenous (Maori) and Pacific Island

cultures, k@iving for interviews, in which they would share their attitudes to and
experience wer licensing. These interviews helped the team build empathy with, and
understan spectives of, people who were struggling to navigate and follow New
Zealan uated driver licensing system. Over the following weeks, the team would
compa nd synthesise the data from this ethnographic design research to build up a

picture of the licensing system from the perspective of these ‘end users’. The insights and

issues the%ed would later be used to challenge and inspire a wide range of people to

come up s to improve the system. After these ideas had been tested with more end
users, the concepts were presented in a ‘case for change’, which made
recomrr%mn;o key stakeholders in government to implement different policies and
services irﬁ result in more people driving legally (Auckland Co-Design Lab 2016).

This vignette o work of the Driver Licensing Challenge from the Auckland Co-Design Lab
provid ible example of the practice of co-design in the public sector. Funded by New
Zealand’s central government and hosted by the country’s largest local government, the

Auckland Co-Design Lab was established to provide a ‘neutral space’ for multi-agency teams
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‘to explore the use of co-design and other innovative approaches to address complex social
issues’ (Auckland Co-Design Lab 2015). It offers one of many examples of co-design being

used to effe nge in a governmental context.

i

Many claims about the need for and benefits of co-design in the public sector have been made
]

recently, ly by innovation units, consultants, and as part of reform processes in

[

Australia @hd NeW Zealand. Co-design is often framed as a new or different way to address

C

longstandi 1 challenges that the public sector is failing to address. It has been put forth

o

as a promistig approach to improve public policies and government services in discussions of

citizen participati®n in the Australian Government’s policy process (Holmes 2011; Lenihan

3

and Brigg > DIIS 2017) and as part of the New Zealand Government’s Policy Project

1]

(Government Economics Network 2016), as well as by other public sector agencies (e.g. Evans

a

2012; DH ). In addition to the Auckland Co-Design Lab described above, co-design
was a redient in DesignGov, the Australian Government’s 18-month pilot initiative ‘to
demon e value of design-led innovation’ (Treadwell 2013). Co-design is also a key

plank in the Victorian State Government’s 10-year plan to address family violence, which

promises: hese reforms will be designed and delivered in partnership with the Victorian

communit @ artment of Premier and Cabinet 2016, ix). Consequently, ‘statewide
co-design’ al co-design processes’ are being carried out to shape the development of a
networ& and Safety Hubs, whereby co-design is being used to ensure that the hubs
are ‘imple‘ﬂjnd informed by local context, delivering services relevant to local needs’

(State Go of Victoria 2017) . The term co-design is increasingly common in
gove course like this, yet a clear and shared definition is lacking. Like co-production,
co-design has ‘granted an influential role in the future of ... public governance on the

basis of little formal evidence’ (Durose et al. 2017, 137). Consequently, co-design risks being

little more than a buzzword in the public sector. This article addresses confusion around the

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



meaning of the term, sets forth a comprehensive definition, and identifies associated concepts
and relevant literature for further exploration. It also raises questions about the appropriateness

of available gyddence to support the claims being made about the benefits of co-design.

It

This analySis.is based on a review of literature that discusses co-design practice in the context

of governfiient pdlicy and services. In part because there are few academic articles specifically

G

on co-desi ublic policy, but also because of the importance of developing a

S

practice-ba; derstanding, this review draws extensively on ‘grey’ literature, including

J

presentations, blggs, discussion papers and reports produced by design consultants,

non-gove organisations and public sector departments. It is also informed by scholarly

ail

literature on design-for-policy, public sector innovation, design research and policy sciences.
While aca d practice-based accounts of human-centred design and co-design in the

public ypically focus on service design, this article concentrates on the unique context

of poli n in Australia and New Zealand. It is beyond its scope to review the full body of

M

literature on participatory and community-based models of planning, democracy, development

r

and gove netheless, the author acknowledges these important antecedents and related

concepts. lis perspective, co-design is not entirely new — it draws on established

traditions ipation, collaboration and empowerment in public policy and planning. Yet

Lith

the uni ation of these features within an innovation process, involving principles

and tools field of design, distinguishes co-design for policy from traditional
approach forementioned disciplines. Responding to some conflation and confusion of

terms i e, this paper carefully elucidates distinctions between co-design and several

A

commonly assoctated approaches.

The review opens by putting forth a definition of co-design as a methodology for
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policy-making. Breaking it down into a process, principles and practical tools allows us to
consider its philosophical underpinnings, implicit goals and related concepts. The article then
outlines ch. es that question the feasibility of achieving these outcomes in the

contempo of policy-making. These risks and potential limitations are likely to be
of partlcug interest to practitioners and public sector managers. Finally, recognising the

growing im\ the emerging discourse and practice of co-design in public policy contexts,

it sketches 1al directions for future research.

Towards a defifiition of co-design for policy

nus

For speci titioners, co-design is a distinct set of principles and practices for

understan@blems and generating solutions. It signifies the active involvement of a

divers rticipants in exploring, developing and testing responses to shared

challenges. ublic sector, co-design is often invoked as a more effective, democratic or
innovative alternative to conventional approaches to community engagement, public
participatis, service design and policy development. Many definitions and synonyms appear

in discussi o-design, which can make it difficult to pinpoint examples of practice or

evaluate the pacts. When co-design is loosely defined and operationalised as any type of

h

collaborat®e or participatory activity, almost everyone seems to be doing it. For instance, of

the 466

[

s to an international PwC survey of public service workers, more than 90 per

cent reported beilg involved in a ‘co-design’ project that included service users in the design or

Cl

developmen ervice (Bradwell and Marr 2008, 35). The Demos report on the survey

A

results ac dges that it would be ‘legitimate to ask whether the processes described by
respondents really involve in-depth collaboration, or whether they betray more minimal,

customer-service approaches.’ (Bradwell and Marr 2008, 38). Highlighting the difference
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between such approaches, this article argues that only the former should be described as

co-design.

A simple &rstand the term co-design is to break it down into its constitutive parts.
The ‘co’ 1§yplcally considered an abbreviation for ‘cooperative’ or ‘collaborative’ design,
which drawe Scandinavian tradition of participatory design (Steen, Manschot, and De
Koning 20 837 Burkett 2012, 6; Torjman 2012, 19). Participatory design methods emerged

out of use olyement in workplace and software systems design nearly 40 years ago, and

S

co-design confin@es to be an important approach in information and communications

U

technologie (Sanders 2014, 61-62; Kimbell 2015, 65). Within built environment

i

governan ditions of participatory planning and community design can similarly be
traced ba@l 960s (Sanoff 1990). Like the concepts of “user-centred innovation’ and

otion of co-design comes largely from private sector innovation literature,

but ‘[has] be reasingly applied within public services’ (Farr 2013, 447). ‘Design’ in this
sense draws on the discipline of industrial design, rather than the traditionally broad
conceptuamof ‘policy design’ in political studies literature — as a problem solving
process th@ures a pattern of action in order to achieve a specific governmental outcome
(O’Rafferty, yto, and Lewis 2016, 2). The growing interest in co-design follows the
broader iferation of ‘design thinking’ throughout the private and public sectors, as

principWhods from design and related fields have been taken up by other sectors

(Brown and Wyas 2010; Mintrom and Luetjens 2016).

A share ition of co-design that is appropriate for governmental contexts is needed in
order to advance practice and research in this domain. An appropriate definition of co-design as

a methodology for policy-making would recognise it as a design-led process, involving
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creative and participatory principles and tools to engage different kinds of people and

knowledge in public problem-solving. Co-design for policy thus has three key components —

process, pringiples and practical tools (see Table 1) — each of which are discussed in turn

below. Th ding is based on both academic and practitioner accounts of co-design,
H . . .

and resernges Elizabeth Sanders’ (2014) description of co-design as method, mindset and

tools. The @"On proposed here has been adapted specifically for the context of public

administratton®

Table 1. ponents of co-design for policy

TUS

Iterative stages of design thinking, oriented towards innovation
Process

People are creative; people are experts in their own lives; policy

Erinciples should be designed by people with relevant lived experience

Creative and tangible methods for telling, enacting and making.
Practical tools

Co-desigrhsign-led process. There are many iterations of ‘design thinking’ and

design-leion models in use among private, public and community organisations
around ﬂl}esign thinking can be summed up as an iterative, human-centred and
action-orignted pgocess for innovation (Cohen 2014). In more scholarly terms, design thinking
has been s the application of abductive reasoning to reframe an unstable problem

situation e a new object, service or system (Dorst 2010). These definitions and

els of ‘design thinking’ attempt to codify design processes so that
non-designers can understand and use them. One of the most well-known models is the
‘Double Diamond’, developed by the UK Design Council (2007) based on research with

eleven international companies, and which aims to visually represent common phases in the
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process of design. Common features of design-based models include iterative stages of
divergence and convergence (going wide then getting focused), within a series of phases
starting w1! “discovery’ or ‘inspiration’, leading to ‘design’ or ‘ideation’, and followed by
‘delivery’ entation’ (see, e.g. IDEO, n.d.; Evans and Terrey 2016, 246). As with the
policy cyqs (see, e.g., Colebatch 2005), in practice this process is not so linear or sequential.

Moreover,ghe inant problem-solving and action-oriented models of design can be

critiqued fo onocultural (Eurocentric) and neoliberal values that are embedded within

them (AkW).
Defining &: as a design-led process is nonetheless important, as it indicates that it is a

methodol novation. It is about generating and testing new solutions to public

problems,may offering creative approaches to consultation or ‘co-production’ at the

o-design thus challenges conventional approaches to planning and

policy-maki it requires wide input into problem definition and the development of
solutions, rather than merely offering the opportunity for citizen or stakeholder feedback once
a policy OWS been formulated by specialist professionals (Al-Kodmany 2001, 118).
Moreover@nises that ‘the process is continuous and ever changing’, which has
implication policy designers whose job is ‘no longer to produce finished and unalterable

solutions’ But to continuously co-create and negotiate solutions with people affected by policy

issues (SafiommsB, 7).

-

Co-design fi the principles of participatory design. A distinguishing feature of
co-design hilosophy that underpins it, based on the radical roots of participatory design.
As Sanoff (1990, 1) explains, ‘This approach is based on the democratic concept whereby

people affected by design decisions should be involved in the process of making the decisions.’
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Applied to policy, this means enabling or empowering the people affected by a policy issue to
actively contribute to developing a solution for it. Co-design thus aligns normatively with
community-deiyven development and deliberative democracy, which also seek to enhance
citizen paﬁnd empowerment (Evans and Terrey 2016, 244). Co-design practitioners
and guiﬁe@alk about these principles as a “‘mindset’. Sanders (2008), for instance,
distinguishgs bétgyeen a ‘participatory mindset’ and ‘expert mindset’. The participatory
mindset impon egalitarianism (Sanoff 1990, 1), a ‘belief that all people are creative’
(Naranjo- 2), and a ‘faith’ that every individual has ‘the capacity to participate in and
direct change i tgeir lives’ (Burkett 2012, 8). As ‘experts in their own experiences,’ citizens
and stakelﬁould be involved in designing services and policies that relate to those

et Office 2017).

experienc

(O

Lived s thus treated as a type of expertise in participatory design, challenging the

usual privile sition of external experts in policy advisory systems (Howlett and Migone

2013) and the traditional “big-ego design” approach in which gifted individuals impose their

‘design exsrt’s vision and ideas as if they were the only possible solution’ (Manzini 2015, 66).

Like the r designer in a design charrette (an established approach to co-design in
)

urban plan the policy-maker taking a co-design approach ‘swaps from a prima donna role
to a more gin; and/or facilitating role’ (Roggema 2014, 20). This need not mean a loss of
scientiﬂm or professional expertise; rather an ‘additive’ co-design approach can bring
formal evi@gether with local knowledge and experiential expertise (Durose and
Richardson 41). If people with local knowledge and lived experience are not actively
involve esign process, but emphasis is put on their views and experiences, the process

could be described as user-centred or human-centred design. It is only co-design if people who

are affected by the issue are active participants in the design process.
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Co-design uses practical tools to enable participation and to access, generate and test
experiences ideas. While co-design is more than a ‘toolkit’, the visual and tangible
methods t are one of its key characteristics. Effective communications media,
mapping asd other visualisation tools are, in particular, recognised in the participatory
planning liggratame as essential for facilitating citizen participation (Sanoff 1990, 7;
Al-Kodma 1; King et al. 1989; Roggema 2014). According to Sanders (2014), there are
three maiw techniques for co-design: telling, enacting and making. Using these

techniques can 5Vide rich evidence of ‘real rather than assumed behaviours’ (O’Rafferty, de

Eyto, andﬁom, 15) and of tacit knowledge that is ingrained in people’s everyday

experienc ods such as diaries, collages, card sorts, model-building, and various forms

of mappi'mle playing can help to reveal knowledge that is non-verbal, holistic,

non-li nal or intuitive, and which may not be uncovered by other methods (Akama

and Prendivi 16, 31-34; Sanders 2014). This is different from deliberative approaches to
policy-making, which focus on telling, and include very little enacting or making. Co-design
does not smibe to the deliberative policy-making ideals of communicative rationality and
discourse thch assume that policy problems can be solved through an open, rational

and cogniti cussion (Gottweis 2007, 238-39; Mclaverty and Halpin 2008).

Althou be creative experts in their own lives, many people are likely to need

th

support or facilitdtion to express themselves and meaningfully participate in co-design. An

Gl

important p e co-design process is having a skilled facilitator who can choose the most

A

appropria to enable people to communicate and engage with each other, as well as feel
comfortable and inspired enough to envision their own and others’ ideas (Al-Kodmany 2001,

126; Sanders and Stappers 2008, 12). Some tools come from commercial design disciplines;
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others may draw on methodologies from, for example, community engagement and systems
thinking. Design is seen as offering particularly powerful tools for collective creativity,
especiall}mHalising complex ideas and flattening hierarchies (Katz, cited in Service
Design Nm

-

The creatiyg tedhniques of co-design can help to generate and test ideas as rapidly and

, 84; Kimbell 2015; Sanders 2014).

pragmatica possible. Prototyping is an important stage of co-design, and embodies the

features OWgn as process, principles and practical tools. Prototyping is a quick, low cost
way to tesE an 15 (or aspect of it) by creating an early sample or model and eliciting rapid

feedback o e sample or model might be made out of paper or plasticine, role-played or

shown on i he objective is to receive immediate feedback from existing or potential

users in oﬁne or discard the idea. For example, as part of an initiative to improve

Australians in private rental accommodation, the Australian Centre for

Social Innov (TACSI 2017) developed paper prototypes to explore policy options. They
created visual representations contrasting 12 current and desired clauses in residential tenancy
law, such @ images depicting increased security of tenure or increased ability for personal
expressiow@ome, to rapidly elicit feedback from citizens and stakeholders. They also
developed s r10s based on their insights drawing on ‘the lived experience of baby
boomers’igsn; toy figurines, sticky notes and other props, to walk through the implications of
policy cﬁurkett 2016). These prototypes functioned as ‘learning devices’ (Burkett
2016). Th@ate the use of prototyping in policy design to: materialise interactions in
complex sys Pimagine alternative futures; and bring together different types of participants
and form wledge, especially to anticipate responses to policy issues and designs
(Kimbell and Bailey 2017). Prototyping has hence been described as a ‘design experiment’,

which ‘claims to provide an evidence base about “what works” in the early stages of the

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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development of an intervention;” and which may also ‘provide a staging post for a broader and
more generalisable test in the future.” (Evans and Terrey 2016, 248).

I

Various ¢ have been made in the elaborated definition above, illustrating the
. N _ .
differencegbetween co-design and related but distinct approaches, such as human-centred

design andggo-pagduction. Table 2 more explicitly distinguishes between these concepts to

highlight unique and distinctive about co-design for policy.

S

Table 2. Similafy(but distinct) approaches to co-design

Name of efinition Key difference(s) from
approac co-design
Communi roactively seeking community values, Does not necessarily follow
engageme, oncerns and aspirations, in order to a design-led process, lead to
corporate them into decision-making innovation, or involve
Moore et al. 2016). creative methods.

A partnership approach to the delivery of | Not necessarily involving a
ublic services, sometimes encompassing | design or development
he whole policy process (from design to | process, or creative methods

implementation) (Bracci, Fugini, and - may focus solely on
Sicilia 2016, 7). implementation.
Participat form of democratic government in Stronger emphasis on ideals
democrac which citizens have ample opportunity to | of self-rule and
ake decisions about public policy self-determination; not
Bevir 2009, 130). necessarily involving a

design-led process or
creative methods.

form of democratic government based | Strong emphasis on rational
democrac n the unconstrained exchange of dialogue and practical
rguments and reasoned discussion reasoning, rather than
Cooke 2000, 947-48) design thinking, creativity
and abductive reasoning.

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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Users, citizens or
stakeholders may be

that incorporates end users’ needs and minimally or passively
spirations, and that involves citizens and | involved in the design

other stakeholders in the design process in | process, and do not
necessarily contribute to the
development of solutions.

Human-centred | A contextualised design-led methodology
design

ifferent ways (van der Bijl-Brouwer

Claims ab e benefits of co-design

Many clai eing made by public servants, scholars and consultants about the benefits of

SC

applying in the public sector. In particular, co-design is seen to improve idea

U

generation, service delivery, project management and longer-term outcomes (Steen, Manschot,

and De K 2011; DHHS and Peer Academy 2016, 11). These claims are predominantly

n

framed in mext of product and service design, but they are often extended to policy

design. The unique features of government and policy-making may mean that evidence and

best practice other sectors is not applicable or transferable, though. And while co-design

may ha ative effects, many of the claims about its benefits have not been rigorously
evaluated @in their peer-reviewed article on the benefits of co-design, for instance, Steen and
colleagues do not describe the methodology of their literature review. Some of their key
sources arQ\ore than pamphlets published by the UK Design Council advocating for a
particular gproach, and providing little to no research evidence to substantiate their analysis.
The pleMey literature on public and social design labs is also full of unsubstantiated
claims (see@\n, Blomkamp, and Lewis forthcoming; Kieboom 2014, 17-19), and to date
there is a lack search critically examining these assertions. Explanations for the weak
eviden urrounding co-production could equally apply to that of co-design: ‘its

elasticity as a term’ and the lack of appreciation for qualitative and case study research

methodologies (Durose et al. 2017, 136).

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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The lack of documentation and published evaluations of co-design approaches in public

administra!' d policy limits knowledge sharing and evidence building. There is

nonethele from some other fields, including healthcare, urban planning and the
. W . . , ,

private segtor, about the impacts of using co-design methodology. Some findings from

evaluation@design of public services may be particularly relevant for policy contexts.

Healthcare sign experiments, for example, have shown that applying a participatory

design apw improve the patient experience, specifically by reducing patient waiting
time in Err@ Departments, has increased efficiency across the health system in the UK
and Australj ntier Economics 2013; Piper et al. 2012). Academic analysis of

ﬂ co-design’ approaches suggests that this consistently staged model of

‘experien

co-design ributed to improvements in both operational efficiency and the

amics of care in hospital settings (Donetto et al. 2015; Larkin, Boden, and

Newton 2015; ock et al. 2014; Palmer et al. 2015; Piper et al. 2012). Its emphasis on ‘user

participation’ has been considered particularly valuable for government and administrators to

receive feiback through ‘co-learning, active collaboration, shared power and

decision-r@resulting in service quality improvement (Palmer et al., 2015).

As well aseonsidering the evidence from studies of service design and experience-based

h

[

co-desi care, literature that focuses on the benefits of citizen participation in policy,

planning and gov@rnance is also pertinent. It reveals strong instrumental and normative

U

arguments 1 ort of citizen participation in policy-making. From an instrumental

standpoint; cratic governments fail to effectively apply conventional policy tools, such as

A

regulation, to complex and contested problems, especially when the public is distrustful of

governments or elites (MacArthur 2016, 634; Fischer 2009). Involving citizens in designing

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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and delivering public policy and services may increase quality and effectiveness. Citizens may
possess relevant local knowledge and contribute novel ideas because they are not burdened by
professiona ertise or acculturated to business-as-usual approaches (Fung 2006, 73; Reich
etal. 199 iye arguments, on the other hand, take issue with the domination of elites in
. W . . -
policy, angsee participatory mechanisms as an opportunity to strengthen ‘the depth and quality

ofa demow/lacArthur 2016, 634). There is a lack of empirical research, however, that

assesses th cts of involving citizens and other stakeholders in the design and delivery of

S

public pol ndsservices (Voorberg, Bekkers, and Tummers 2015). Consequently, as Burkett

(2012, 5) notes, here is little evidence about whether participation by more people, or deeper

U

participati&iew key people, is more effective.” Co-design practice in the public sector

needs to b ined more closely and critically, with particular attention paid to ‘who

2

participat 2006) and to configurations of power. This would help to understand which

a

‘public engaged or excluded by current practices, and to explore their political and

social implic , including any possible negative effects of participation (Donetto et al.

Vi

2015; Reich et al. 1996).

[

Despite t evidence of the benefits of co-design for policy-making, this review has

identified t ausible hypotheses that warrant further investigation. Firstly, the

b

involv ferent types of participants (citizens, ‘end users’, stakeholders, professionals

L

and exp ghout the design process should mean that the definition of problems and

generation of sollitions better meet the needs of the public and the government. This would

Ui

likely lead t oved efficacy and efficiency of policy and services. By ensuring that public

A

policy be ts the needs of citizens and stakeholders, co-design may thus help to pre-empt
future problems, especially by overcoming the common problem of policy interventions being

based on flawed assumptions (O’Rafferty, de Eyto, and Lewis 2016, 15; Bradwell and Marr

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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2008, 13—15; Lenihan and Briggs 2011). Secondly, offering methods and principles for
improving idea generation and experimentation should stimulate innovation within the public
sector (Bra and Marr 2008, 14; All, Van Looy, and Castellar 2013). This follows the
argument design thinking, initially seen in the private sector, ‘where it is generally
recognlseghat the quality of design improves the more user interests are integrated into the
design prowrown, cited in Evans and Terrey 2016, 245). Finally, if participants in the
co-design p s are likely to strengthen relationships and build trust and mutual

understanding! thén co-design may indeed build social capital and address disengagement and

low trust in goviment.

This last pche social value of co-design is particularly important in the context of public

policy. C it has been suggested, ‘creates a feeling of involvement and ownership’

(Brad 2008, 15), by generating ‘a shared understanding and shared language

between partj ts and designers’ and by supporting ‘a sense of immersion, dialogue and
empathy for the perspective of those who will use and experience the design’ (Hagen and
Rowland 2011). If effective, it therefore offers an approach for addressing disengagement from

politics aw@racy, by enhancing trust in and positive engagement between policy
ci

workers, and other stakeholders (Bradwell and Marr 2008, 10, 14; Durose and
Richardso§016 ; Case studies and other practice-informed analyses have shown potentially
transfoFHﬂts for participants in co-design projects. Participation in planning-related
design dec@ seen to increase participants’ sense of agency, responsibility, and sense of
connection t e, community and society (Sanoff 1990; King et al. 1989). By bringing
diverse p ether and helping them to forge meaningful connections, co-design has

contributed to creating social relations (Akama and Prendiville 2016, 34) and building social

capital (Bradwell and Marr 2008, 10). Effective facilitation of co-design and trusted

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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relationships between participants and facilitators can lead to a constructive, action-oriented

and future-focused dialogue to develop new policy directions (Howell and Wilkinson 2016,

162—-64). :! even transform participants through the emotional and social connections they

make (Akmndiville 2016, 37-38). It is unclear to what extent these benefits are

achieved ls practice, if at all, beyond the individual case studies discussed in the literature.

There is a pged figr greater investigation into the process and outcomes of co-design practice in
t 1

the contex

The challengesj co-design for policy

In additioCeptual confusion, many practical challenges and risks await those applying

ic policy and administration.

co-design ernmental context. The first significant risk identified by Steen et al. (2011,

59)1s ¢ control over the project, because other people, other departments or other
organization: nvolved.” Secondly, there may be challenges relating to the ‘increased
complexity of the project, because the objectives and interests of diverse people, departments or
other orgaszations must be managed and balanced, which can require extra coordination
efforts’. I e literature on experience-based co-design (cited above) commonly
highlights 1 e-consuming nature, although it has been suggested elsewhere that the
short-te&sts of participatory design are likely outweighed by the long-term benefits (Reich
etal. IQH’Rafferty and colleagues (2016, 14—15) also identify a number of challenges
through th@n research on environmental policy in Ireland. Relevant ‘dilemmas of
co-design’ f lic policy that they describe include: the gap between co-design research and
convenﬁs of evidence; legitimacy of co-design activity as perceived by stakeholders

and beneficiaries; and the embeddedness of the activity within the policy innovation system.
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Examples of co-design in practice are often limited to an early phase in the policy-making

process. The UK Cabinet Office (2017) notes, for instance, ‘Co-design can work at any point in

policy desi wever it is most commonly used at the beginning of a policy to help

understan, licy needs to focus.’ Indeed, half of the public sector workers surveyed
N . . .

by PwC riorted using co-design only at the beginning of the design process (Bradwell and

Marr ZOomplementation poses a particular challenge for co-design projects, especially

when a sm ber of people have participated in creating a solution that will require

S

significan -iwand investment to put in place. Co-design typically happens with small,

site-specific groups, and it is not obvious how participation and solutions can be scaled into

u

system-wid nses with multiple delivery channels in large organisations (Bradwell and

q

Marr 200 ; Farr 2013). This is especially challenging given ‘the complexities of

modern obureaucracies, networks, democratic mechanisms, and systems of resource

allocati t al. 2016, 3). It is questionable whether co-design can even be scaled up in

this way. Desi searchers Akama and Prendiville (2016, 37), for instance, argue that
co-design ‘needs to be firmly rooted in its location, time and people’ so that it can progress
‘organicaly from rich engagements and deep interactions over time.” Recent research on

public sec@vation labs that take a design-led approach has similarly suggested that they

may be bett ited to ‘singular programs, projects or services’ as they struggle with ‘higher

level polis;han;e’ (Tonurist, Kattel, and Lember 2015, 20; see also Bason and Schneider

2014, 3oy

A significan enge reported by co-design practitioners attempting to apply their craft within the
public se at the structure and culture of government is not well suited to co-design. Policy
officials do not generally respond well to the risks of diminished control and increased complexity, and

bureaucratic systems are not designed to be experimental or responsive. Since politicians and
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government officials typically view themselves as ‘sovereign decision-makers’ who possess the

mandate to rule for the people, rather than with the people, collaborative policy design may be

T

unattractive iem (Ansell, Serensen, and Torfing 2017, 479). This tension was illustrated in recent

criticism ian State Government for failing to understand how to work with communities

and only gyer asking for input once big decisions had already been made, even when it claimed to be

‘co-design@uﬁons (Donaldson 2017).

There are pelifg@al and practical implications in the way that co-design challenges and disrupts
establishemlches to policy-making and to ‘dominant public sector cultures and values’ (Evans
and TerrexI 2016;60). Co-design, explains Burkett (2012, 7), ‘involves a shift in the locus of
responsibi control so that “clients” or users of services become active partners in designing,
shaping and resourcing services, rather than being passive recipients of pre-determined services’. As
Bradwell m (2008, 37) note, ‘Commitment to participation requires a real willingness on behalf
of thos ave power to share it’. Currently, however — at least in the context of environmental
policy i nd — ‘the competencies and mind-sets required for co-design are not typically found

within the public sector organisations’ (O’Rafferty, de Eyto, and Lewis 2016, 15). Effectively

applying c&] in the public sector will require significant cultural change and capacity building to

embed ‘alf new knowledge, structures, and practices’ (Lenihan and Briggs 2011, 46;

Christians ). Embedding design into government is not just about upskilling policy workers on
design s, but also about bringing other disciplinary knowledge into the design process, and
will likely, ire cultural and structural change to enable different approaches to be applied.

There z{ber of methodological concerns too, particularly around the need to tailor

co-design processes and enable meaningful participation. For co-design projects to be

effective, the methods and tools need to be carefully selected and appropriately applied to each
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project (Steen, Manschot, and De Koning 2011, 59). Particularly careful consideration needs to

be given to the means for involving citizens, users or stakeholders in co-design activities.

‘MerelyopHup possibilities for choice and participation’ is not enough, notes Burkett
(2012, 8);& to ‘have access to the information, skills, capacities and support to
particip:lt ffectively in co-designing services.” Shared responsibility and trust between
citizens andggovigtnment are also prerequisites of co-design for policy (Durose and Richardson
2016, 35). cular challenge, which may be inevitable in some government-led or initiated
projects, Wen participants feel resentment or distrust towards a key project partner or
sponsor ([EIS). This may be an increasing issue, given the already declining levels of
trust in gOﬁt and public institutions (Edelman 2017; Foa and Mounk 2016). The

literature ipatory policy-making reveals the risks of co-optation and deepening

cynicism moatory projects are poorly designed, inadequately facilitated, or outright
manipuylati e.g., MacArthur 2016, 637-38). Some recent articles on participatory urban
planning ind gue that co-design processes are subject to co-option by neoliberal forces
and that participants risk being coerced and given a false sense of agency while legitimising the
political am)f elites (Kaethler, Blust, and Devos 2017; Palmas and Busch 2015).
Similarly ction in the United States has been critiqued for co-opting and

‘responsibi citizens in the state’s quest for efficiency and governing at a distance

(Durose a ichardson 2016, 36-37).

=

The potengialisléS, questionable benefits and inevitable challenges of applying co-design in
govem¢exts raise all kinds of issues for further research. While it remains an emerging field,
public sector cO@esign practice is beginning to mature enough to ask questions like, “What kind of
co-design works, and where?’ (Bradwell and Marr 2008, 11). To paraphrase Burkett (2012, 5) — who

notes ‘the million dollar question’ is that of social impact — ‘Does involving and engaging people in
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developing, designing and delivering [policy] actually create better [policy] and thus lead to great
social impacts?’ A more nuanced analysis of participation is needed to understand the efficacy and
politicshn. Documenting and learning from co-design projects will help to understand when
paﬂicipatiﬁ:riate and how it can be extended (Reich et al. 1996). Following Fung (2006, 67),
we coul-d Sﬁlo participates? How do they communicate and make decisions? What is the
connectiongpetviigen their conclusions and opinions on one hand and public policy and action on the
other?’ In‘gng those questions, we could seek to understand whether and, if so, how co-design
processes ely seek and effectively integrate a diverse range of views. Evidence from the already

cited internaflons survey of co-design in the public sector suggests they often do not do this well — the

users were known to the project team in most cases (Bradwell and Marr 2008, 40).

More documentation and dissemination of the processes and findings from co-design projects is

needed in develop this knowledge. Without it, we cannot hope to provide practice-based
eviden niorm the development of public sector capabilities or support different organisations and
discipli nderstand and communicate the benefits and risks of co-design (Steen, Manschot, and

De Koning 2011, 59-60). As O’Rafferty and colleagues (2016, 16) conclude, ‘further development of

the theoreh practical framework of co-design for policy and public services is required.’

Recognisilue of the ‘insights of people working on the frontline’ and applying theory-based

approache uation could usefully build practice-informed knowledge in this domain (Durose et

uth

al. 201736%38Y. Partnerships between academic researchers and practitioners could help to build a

more soli unded understanding of co-design for policy.

A

Conclusion® 1 for more research and evaluation on co-design for policy

Claims abound about the benefits of co-design, yet there is limited evidence of the impacts of
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co-design for developing and implementing public policy. Despite the prevalence of
conceptual confusion, limited evidence and likely challenges in practice, this article has
nonetheless ed co-design in a way that is appropriate for public policy practitioners and
researcher nition has been based on both academic and practitioner accounts of
co-des1gnsn order to advance practice and research in public administration. The description
of the key Qents of co-design as a process, principles and practical tools, along with the

distinction between related but not identical concepts, should help researchers and

practition identify and analyse examples of co-design in practice. Rather than treating

o

co-design as a bgzword, this categorical definition serves to suggest that if one of these

U

component sing, then the approach identified cannot justifiably be called co-design.

[

The challthe governmental context may make it difficult to achieve the potential outcomes of

co-desi jce, yet its radical potential to transform the process and outcomes of policy-making

warrants furt ploration. As a novel means for creatively engaging citizens and stakeholders to
find solutions to complex problems, co-design holds great promise for policy. It may help to generate
more innogtive ideas, achieve economic efficiencies by improving responsiveness, foster cooperation
between dj roups, reinvigorate trust between citizens and public servants, and have
transformat fects on participants’ agency and wellbeing. If a co-design approach can achieve even
some of t&; benefits, then governmental organisations and policy workers should be exploring ways
to adopwd this practice. It remains unclear, however, whether co-design can feasibly leap
from designing pfpgrammes and services to developing and implementing public policies. Further
research and ation is needed to strengthen our understanding of what co-design for policy entails
in prac@ as if, and how, it achieves any of these benefits for participants, policy-makers, and

the people they serve.
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