
 
Abstract 

This conversation asks participants to inquire about the underlying ideas of the use of 
design methods within the public sector, specifically when contributing towards the 
development of public policies or governance. We want to discuss the potential ideological 
cooptation of the design approaches currently in use. Likewise, it is aimed to bring together 
practitioners and researchers to debate the political implications of using design methods in 
the public sphere. 

The session will consist of provocation, discussion and questions for further development. 
Participants will be asked to exchange their thoughts, firstly in groups and finally in a 
plenary discussion. There will be three groups, each organized around a sub-topic and 
facilitated by one of the convenors in such a way that it will feed back into the overall 
discussion. To end the session, participants and convenors will reflect and bring questions 
for further discussion, highlighting both the agreement points as well as those of dissent, to 
draft a potential research agenda on the topic. 

All outputs and participants’ contributions will be captured by the convenors at every stage 
of the conversation, organised and shared in already existing online platforms to guarantee 
access to the generated material, as well as to foster after-conference discussion. 

Proposed Conversation Title 

Smuggling ideologies? Inquiring into the underlying ideas embedded in design for public 
governance and policymaking. 
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2. Context of Conversation Topic 

Design is promoted to the public sector as a key approach to tackle complex societal 
challenges by experimentation and innovation, almost as a ‘magic wand’ solution (Bailey 
and Lloyd, 2017). From this perspective, design is being mobilised into the public sphere to 
effect the much-needed change traditional approaches apparently need as they are failing 
to deliver. The most widespread conceptualisation of design in such a context is framed as 
“design thinking”: an agile creative problem-solving approach to deal with social problems in 
an innovative and even entrepreneurial way (Kimbell and Blyth, 2011).  

Many governments around the globe are increasingly incorporating such approaches to 
governance by collaborating with citizens (eg. creative city policies, experimentation culture, 
policy and civic innovation ‘Labs’, etc.), and a popular format of this approach is the ‘Lab’. 
The phenomenon became more visible in the early 2000’s with Western Europe and North 
America at the forefront, but during the last five years, a growing number of ‘Labs’ have 
sprouted in various countries around the globe. Leading experiences come from Western 
Europe, for example: MindLab began in Denmark in 2002 to support the Ministry of 
Business Affairs introducing creativity in their processes (Bason, 2014; Christiansen, 2014), 
Policy Lab in the UK has brought a human-centered approach to policy-making in a national 
level since 2014 (Kimbell and Bailey, 2017; Bailey and Lloyd, 2017), and the Helsinki Design 
Lab looked at government systems with strategic design perspective from 2009 to 2013 
(Boyer et al, 2011). Many of them promote and share their practices, while also delivering 
training to other ‘Labs’ or experimental institutions with their own tools and ways of 
approaching public governance and policy. In this session, we want to emphasize and share 
experiences of the underlying ideologies that such tools bring with them. Even though the 
tools and approaches come from testing and learning by practice, these are not devoid of 
ideology. 

Tools used in design and government are not ‘aseptic’ instruments used in controlled ‘Labs’, 
thus such approaches should reflect more context-specific needs, capacities and politics. 
The ‘black box’ with underlying conceptions and/or political views embedded in design tools 
are generally not discussed or simply made visible when transferred into a new context. Not 
only designers need to reflect about the ideologies that the tools carry with them, but also 
how the discipline foundations in an industrialized paradigm may be (inadvertently?) 
promoting market-oriented ideas into the public realm (Kimbell and Bailey, 2017) and 
sometimes even supporting or clashing with science-based approaches (McGrann et al., 
2018).  

This conversation is proposed as a provocation to discuss and raise awareness of what are 
the ideologies and discourses intrinsically bonded to the design tools and approaches used 
in policy and governance. The discussion aims to bring together practitioners and 
researchers from various contexts to exchange ideas on the political implications of using 
design methods in public governance and policymaking, to discuss and set questions to 
develop this discussion further. 



 
3. Conversation research question   

The research questions seek into addressing underlying ideas which shape the tools and 
promote expanding ‘not noticeable’ ideologies when applying such design approaches into 
the public sector: 

• What ideologies do the design tools and approaches of contemporary design for 
government/policy carrying within them? 

• What are the limitations these tools, and design at large as an approach, have to 
produce a change in society from a public sector perspective?  

• Does Design as a catalyst for change enable paradigm changes in the public sector or 
is it only likely to produce change under certain parameters? 

4. Set-up of your session 

With the aim of incorporating and documenting the contributions of DRS2018 delegates, the 
session will be structured in three stages: provocation, discussion and questions for further 
development.  
Provocation (15 min): The session will start with a brief introduction to the issues prompting 
the conversation topic, sharing as well some insights from the DRS online forum. For this, 
the convenors will develop a series of provocations based on key controversies that emerge 
from the ‘black box’ use of design in the context of policy and politics. The convenors will 
present these as questions to be discussed and they will ask the audience to divide into 
groups to start the conversation.  
Discussion in groups (40 min): the conversation will be set in three different groups 
addressing each controversy. Likewise, each convenor will stimulate and facilitate the 
conversation in a specific group to moderate the discussion. The focus will be on the 
delegates’ contribution to the discussion. The dynamic will entail discussion among the 
group and register key thoughts, concepts and question in post its, as input for the following 
discussion.  
Discussion in plenary (25 min): during the second half, each group will share their thoughts 
on each controversy and feedback the conversation of the other groups. The discussion will 
be around the insights of the different groups, as well as developing together a set of new 
questions to continue the initiated discussion into a possible research agenda. How should 
the topic be developed?   
Conclusion and questions for further development (10 min): at the end of the conversation, 
convenors will summarize the key discussion points. 
Throughout the conversation, convenors will arrange the conversation to be recorded by 
photos and video. All convenors will share the interchangeable role of moderators and 
documentation of the conversation. 

5. Type of space and equipment required   

• Room with capacity for 30+ people.  
• Materials: Projector, flip charts (x3), post-its, markers. 
• Convenors will bring photo camera, and video equipment to record the 



 
conversation. 

6. Dissemination strategy   

We will use the convenors’ channels to disseminate the conversation. These are social 
media channels (e.g.: www.twitter.com/PolicyxDesign), blog posts (e.g.: 
https://policyinnovation.design), and University channels (RCA, Aalto and Loughborough). 
At the end of the conversation, we will publish the key discussions in the form of a medium 
post, plus a review on University channels. 
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