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Co-design is a robust collaborative approach to design practices and processes that 
invites participation from multiple stakeholders in shaping and responding to 
collectively identified problems or issues. It should be remembered that co-design is 
not a new “flavor of the month” concept, it has its roots in the participatory design 
movement in northern Europe in the 1960s (Björgvinsson, 2007; Sanders & Stappers 
2008;), and has been widely applied, particularly in service design contexts 
(Sangiorgi & Prendiville 2017). Co-design can be described as a mindset, a method, 
and a tool or technique (Sanders & Stappers 2008; 2012), and can be applied in 
both extractive (project setting) and generative (ideation) processes (Björgvinsson, 
2017).  
 
The Design Clinic ... is a pioneering research space where medical, 
clinical, and organisational health and wellbeing professionals can 
come together alongside academic researchers and people with 
lived experience to co-create innovative applications for the next 

generation of Australian healthcare systems, services and products. 
 
In generative research, co-design is a process of involvement where designers, 
professionals, and the broader public become project partners, each contributing 
their unique perspectives and particular skills to the design process and its 
outcomes. To explore co-design’s potential within the health and wellbeing sectors in 
South Australia, a transdisciplinary group of researchers from the Australian 
Research Centre for Interactive and Virtual Environments at the University of South 
Australia (UniSA) devised the concept of The Design Clinic. It is a pioneering 
research space where medical, clinical, and organisational health and wellbeing 
professionals can come together alongside academic researchers and people with 
lived experience to co-create innovative applications for the next generation of 
Australian healthcare systems, services and products. In The Design Clinic, co-
design is applied to complex challenges in healthcare contexts, connecting providers 
and receivers of health services and/or interventions. Cross-sector relationships are 
nurtured to provide benefits both through the development of outcomes that better 
suit all stakeholders’ needs, and through participation in the co-design processes. 
The first form of value (better outcomes) is well documented (Steen, Manschot & De 
Koning, 2011) however, the second form of value –where participants benefit from 
their engagement in co-design processes – is less understood. Social learning and 
other frameworks have been developed to try to capture the value of participation 
(Rodela, 2011; Sanders & Stappers, 2008), yet the intangible and ‘soft’ nature of 
partaking in a co-design process can be difficult to give weight to, particularly in the 
empirically dominated healthcare space.  
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What emerges from this analysis is an opportunity to frame the 
value of co-design (research) as the act of participation rather than 

the outcomes from participation. 
 
From a wellbeing perspective, the idea that participating in a co-design process has 
the potential to address human needs as outlined in Max-Neef’s Theory of Needs is 
of interest here. Max-Neef (1991) outlines nine axiological needs and four existential 
needs, that are cross-referenced through a range of potential satisfiers. Figure 1 
below, maps where co-design processes relate directly to these satisfiers, and where 
there may be opportunities to consider co-design processes as a form of wellbeing 
building through a process of “welldoing”. 

 



 
FIGURE 1. MATRIX OF NEEDS AND SATISFIERS (MAX-NEEF 2017) WITH POSSIBLE SATISFIERS AS PROVIDED THROUGH 
PARTICIPATION IN A CO-DESIGN PROCESS HIGHLIGHTED IN PINK. 

As a creative and participatory process, it is unsurprising that co-design processes 
provide opportunities to satisfy the needs of creation, and participation, however co-



design processes can also contribute to the satisfaction of a number of other needs. 
Designing with the intent to satisfy multiple needs is highlighted in Transition Design 
(Kossoff et al, 2015) and as part of the enablement of participatory skills (Manzini & 
Walker, 2008) needed for sustainable futures. Co-design’s potential to contribute 
here is also significant. Exploring co-design in this way positions it as what Max-Neef 
describes as a “synergic satisfier”, a satisfier that is capable of satisfying one need 
while simultaneously contributing to the satisfaction of other needs (1991 p. 34). As 
seen in Figure 1, co-design processes can have broad coverage across the human 
needs for affection, idleness, identity, understanding and freedom, and could, in 
some circumstances, play a role in aspects of subsistence and protection.  
 
What emerges from this analysis is an opportunity to frame the value of co-design 
(research) as the act of participation rather than the outcomes from participation. 
This engagement with the process of co-design, or indeed the processes associated 
with any research that is seeking to have a positive impact on the wellbeing of 
participants, has been touched on in participation evaluation frameworks by Arnstein 
(1969), Ackoff (1974), the IAP2 (2018), and others. But, this analysis, and the use of 
Max-Neef’s (1991) framework, provides a way for co-design research to consider 
how it is contributing to wellbeing, as well as how it achieves its other outcomes.  
 
The complexity in the matrix offers insights into the relationships between acts of 
doing and ways of being satisfied. Such acts of participation – as synergic satisfiers 
– also “constitute a reversal of predominant values, such as competition and 
coerciveness” (Max-Neef, 1991 p. 34). In a wellbeing-focused process, as in co-
design, collaboration is valued over competition, thereby framing co-design as an act 
of ‘welldoing’ that contributes to wellbeing. This begins to suggest a winding back the 
focus of participatory evaluations on outcomes, which often highlight the control 
individual participants are given over decision outcomes (IAP2, 2018), and instead 
explores the inherent value of participation in co-design.  
 
Co-design activities can create value for participants in multiple ways. Co-design’s 
value as a tool, process, mindset or method for generating outcomes has long been 
evident, and when considering its processes in relation to Max-Neef’s theory of 
needs, we see the multiple ways in which co-design can also contribute to 
participants’ wellbeing. However, to formally recognise the contribution of process as 
well as outcomes, we need to continue to develop better ways to understand, 
measure and value (good) co-design processes. 
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