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Abstract: This paper contributes to the discussion on the roles and pedagogy of design, 
based on a case study of collaboration between government and academia. The au-
thors are design practice researchers and civil servants and present a collaborative 
case study from Spring 2023 that aimed at developing anticipatory innovation capabil-
ity in the UK’s Government Digital Service, involving postgraduate service design stu-
dents and exploring critical service design (Salinas, 2022, 2023) for its potential to con-
tribute to the formulation of public policies and services. The collaboration led to new 
competencies in public design for those involved and catalyzed the thinking of a new 
in-house anticipatory innovation unit in government. The authors draw on the student 
proposal ‘Ministry of Biodiversity’ as an exemplar to contextualize and illustrate their 
collaborative practice. The paper concludes with a discussion of the insights gained 
from this collaboration regarding the roles and pedagogy of design in government. 

Keywords: public design; design futures; pedagogy; anticipatory innovation; 

1. Context 

We are design practice researchers and educators at the Service Futures Lab, London College 

of Communication, University of the Arts London (hereafter the Lab), and civil servants at 

the UK Cabinet Office’s Government Digital Service. In this paper, we present a case study of 

government-academia collaboration to contribute to the discussion on the role and possibili-

ties of (service) design in public administrations and of its pedagogy. 

The case study features a collaboration that involved three parties: 1) The UK Cabinet Of-

fice’s Government Digital Service, 2) postgraduate service design students from MA Service 

Design at London College of Communication and 3) design practice researchers and educa-

tors from the Lab. The Lab’s role is to provide the infrastructure required to articulate com-

plex multi-stakeholder collaborations involving cohorts of students. When the Lab facilitates 

the involvement of design students in a collaboration, our dual role as design practice re-

searchers and educators demands that we bridge the requirements from our collaborators 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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(Government Digital Service), with the requirements of the student curriculum (MA Service 

Design) and our own (the authors) (Salinas et al., 2023). One of the mechanisms that enables 

these collaborations are projects embedded in the curriculum, whereby a full cohort of stu-

dents responds to a challenge set up with an external organization. In the case study pre-

sented in this paper, the collaboration involved students from MA Service Design 2022/23 in 

the context of the unit Design Futures led by the authors. In essence, Design Futures is an 8-

week long module focused a particular approach to anticipatory innovation through service 

design (Malpass and Salinas, 2020): critical service design (Salinas, 2023; 2022). Since 2016, 

the course has explored anticipatory innovation through service design with many organiza-

tions, such as the European Commission, (Salinas, 2018; Kimbell and Vesnić-Alujević, 2020), 

national charities (Lagedamont and Salinas, 2020) or local government (University of the Arts 

London, 2022; 2021; Salinas, Lang and Swift, 2022), exploring how future-focused disciplines, 

methodologies and methods may contribute to expand the practice of service design in the 

context of public administrations. 

In the paper, we present a case study based on one of the concepts proposed by one group 

of students of the Design Futures module called the Ministry of Biodiversity. The design pro-

posal of this fictional ministry serves as an exemplar to explore and discuss critical service 

design’s contribution to public administrations, and its pedagogy. Our thinking is informed 

by our collaborative practice with students and civil servants at Government Digital Service; 

supported by bi-weekly reflexive conversation between the authors and members of their 

teams involved in the delivery of the project for approximately 6-months. 

The paper is structured as follows. The next section provides an overview of design in gov-

ernment, focusing on the use of anticipatory design-led approaches and on critical service 

design. Then, the paper presents the UK’s Government Digital Service. Next, we present the 

case study. Finally, the paper concludes with a reflexion on how the collaboration has led to 

an evolved understanding of the relation between design and policy-making at the GDS and 

a suggestions for a future research agenda focused on the pedagogy of design in / for gov-

ernment. 

2. Design in the UK government 

Design in government in the UK has a growing and mature community of practice. Over the 

past decade, design in public sector has evolved from designing for public services to also 

designing for public policies, and to an increase in embedded designers and internal design 

units at local and national level public sector organizations. Policy labs are government units 

that play a key role in applying interdisciplinary approaches to policymaking, including de-

sign methods. The UK Policy Lab, established in 2014 by the UK Cabinet Office, has been in-

strumental in developing and promoting innovative methodological approaches in govern-

ment, including design. They hired their first policy designer in 2017 and later added a spec-

ulative critical designer to the team. 
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In the past decade, there has been a significant increase in the number of policy labs at na-

tional, regional, and local levels in the UK. In 2022, the UK Government sponsored a Policy 

Design Community to support policy makers across various public sector organizations. This 

community aims to promote the adoption of multidisciplinary approaches to policy making 

and delivery throughout the government. One of the approaches that has grown in this last 

decade is anticipatory-led innovation through service design (Malpass and Salinas, 2020). As 

noted by the authors in their national review of the contribution of design to public sector 

innovation, design-led anticipatory innovation was an emergent approach in design for pol-

icy, which has become popularized in recent years. An early example of speculative and criti-

cal design (Dunne and Raby, 2013) in government is a commission by the UK Government 

Foresight to the design agency Strange Telemetry, who back in 2015 employed speculative 

visioning methods to propose and reflect on futures with a timeline working towards 2040 

(Strange Telemetry, no date). Another example is Proto-Policy (2015), which explored how 

design fictions (Bleecker, 2009; Coulton et al., 2017) could help policy makers engage with 

citizens (Darby et al., 2015). A more recent example of anticipatory innovation in govern-

ment is brought up by Superflux Studio with UK Policy Lab and DEFRA Futures, to explore 

“How can we transform what the freshwater system looks like, 20 years from now and be-

yond?” (Superflux, 2023). 

Design-led anticipatory innovation offers playful alternatives to business as usual, where de-

sign stimulates imagination and explores people’s role in shaping alternative futures (Hilgren 

& Light, 2020). This can complement traditional policy formulation, or propose a reversal of 

traditional processes, suggesting a reorientation of the policy hierarchy that “privileges the 

knowledge and experience gained at the interface of service and citizen, and posits this as a 

primary driver of policy” (Design Commission, 2013, p.6). That is the proposal of critical ser-

vice design (Salinas, 2023; 2023), which focuses on the design of fictional services that, when 

experienced, communicate the socio-material configuration of a complex fictional world 

(Figure 1). In this way, critical service design deploys novel public policies and services in a 

parallel future framework, creating opportunities for collaborative innovation, experimenta-

tion and learning in a de-risked space: alternative, possible, maybe preferable futures.  
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Figure 1 Policy making cycle, in Salinas (2022) based on Thorpe et al. (2017). 

Recent research exploring current debates and future directions of research on design in 

public administrations in the UK (Kimbell et al., 2023). The authors identify three relation-

ships between design and policy-making with co-exist in public administration, with different 

implications, types of knowledge, and roles. These relationships frame design as a tool for 

policy-making, as a practice of improvising withing policy-making, and as regenerating pol-

icy-making. In the first relationship, design as a tool for policy-making, design generates solu-

tions to agreed policy problems. In the second, design as a practice of improvising withing 

policy-making, design enables policy-making to engage with lived experience therefore clos-

ing the gap between policy and delivery. In the latter and most nascent relationship, design 

regenerating policy making, design has a “critically disruptive or generative purpose […] 

through the use of creative practices for transformational purposes”. It “challenges the ways 

we currently think about a policy issue and the delivery of a policy” (Kimbell et al. 2023, pp. 

37, 39). Understanding these well differentiated relationships between design and policy 

contributes to situate the role of critical service design to policy-making. Moreover, this case 

study on critical service design contributes to illustrate what “design regenerating policy 

making” may look like in practice as well as in design pedagogy. 

2. UK’s Government Digital Service 

In this paper we focus on design for public policy at government department that is tradi-

tionally concerned with the delivery of digital services. The UK’s Government Digital Service 

(hereafter GDS) is not a policy lab. It was established in 2011 in the Cabinet Office of the UK 
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with the primary objective of revolutionizing the delivery of digital public services and infor-

mation. Its inception was rooted in a visionary goal - to consolidate thousands of independ-

ent public sector websites into one cohesive entity, a mission articulated in Martha Lane 

Fox's "Revolution not evolution" letter. 

The GDS’s core strategy involves developing shared platforms that empower various govern-

ment departments to enhance their digital services, fostering collaboration and cohesion. 

The GDS’s operates at the heart of a vast network encompassing over 1,900 government de-

partments, bodies, NHS entities, agencies, and more. This extensive reach underscores its 

pivotal role in orchestrating the digital transformation across the government landscape. 

They maintain several cross-government platforms and tools that constitute an interface be-

tween people and government, such as GOV.UK. The GOV.UK website is an expansive repos-

itory, often referred to as the "front door to government," housing more than 7,675 services 

and over 600,000 pages. It garners an impressive average of three million daily visits and has 

accrued over 33 billion page views since its launch in 2012, making it a pivotal resource in 

the landscape of digital services and information. 

The award-winning specialist team of the GDS’s are recognized world leaders in public sector 

digital innovation who radically changed government service delivery, demonstrating the 

role of design as a tool for efficient delivery. As a digital service delivery unit, the GDS’s is in-

formed by policy and to date it has worked to meet policies by implementing what the team 

interprets those policy intents to be. Accruing a decade of experience in digital public service 

delivery, the GDS team is seeking to continue improving public service delivery, adopt more 

responsive processes to better incorporate the knowledges and perspectives gained from 

the delivery of services into policy-making processes.  

Using the three relationships of design and policy proposed by Kimbell et al. (2023), the GDS 

is an exemplar of design as a tool for policy-making, seeking to expand and adopt other rela-

tionships between design and policy-making, and of course between designers and policy-

makers. 

The following section outlines the collaboration between the GDS’s and students from MA 

Service Design, facilitated by the Lab, and exploring what critical service design might look 

like at the GDS, and how it might support new relationships between design and policy-mak-

ing at the GDS. 

3. What if there was a Ministry of Biodiversity? 

A cohort of 41 international students of diverse design and non-design backgrounds formed 

the MA Service Design cohort of 2022/23. The Design Futures modules is delivered though 

project-based learning, a student-centered approach to learning and teaching in which stu-

dents learn through hands-on experiences and real-world challenges, as a combination of 

lectures, guest lectures and talks, design practice research, design critiques, and tutorials. 

The cohort formed 8 working groups and where briefed to design a fictional future service 

that would be delivered by a future alternative version of the GDS team. The GDS team 
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members were active participants throughout the collaboration, giving enlightening guest 

lectures about design in government and hosting regular design crits at their offices, where 

the extended the GDS team would join. With support from the authors and colleagues, each 

group proposed one fictional service (a total of eight), tackling a wide range of relevant and 

pressing socio-political, ecological, and economical issues. For instance, while one project ex-

plored the introduction of a waste cap, challenging our relationship to consumption and 

waste production; another imposed daily limits on digital device usage to highlight often 

overlooked digital carbon footprints. Other group reimagined parental support structures to 

balance demographic challenges; while another extended mental health outreach into our 

daily routines, transforming local businesses into first-line support hubs for community 

members. Others also investigated the tradeoff behind personal data and preventative 

healthcare, and the radical reframing of social capital through valuing community involve-

ment over economic metrics. 

In order to better illustrate the process, the paper focuses on the work delivered by one stu-

dent group composed by Ada Maymó Costa, Peizhen Li, Sebastian Wang, Radha Joglekar and 

Yitong Jing, who proposed an alternative future in which a (fictional) a Ministry of Biodiver-

sity is tasked with guaranteeing the survival and well-being of natural ecosystems, and which 

(fictional) policies and services are delivered by the GDS. We approach critical service design 

as a framework informed by reflexive collaborative research practice. We outline the pro-

cess in four stages namely “reframing”, “horizon scanning”, “materializing alternatives” and 

“show and tell”, which are a slight variation from the process presented in Salinas (2022). 

3.1. Reframing 
The aim of this first stage is to challenge assumptions about design as a discipline and fu-

tures, informed by design (speculative critical design and social design) and future studies. 

For design graduates, trained to quickly design things that efficiently solve present day prob-

lems, thinking of pluriversal futures (Escobar, 2018) is often challenging. As an introduction 

to design futures, in the classroom graduates are asked to draw their vision of the future in a 

piece of paper. These first futures are often projections of the present, dominated by tech-

nology (techno-utopianism or techno-dystopian visions), largely influenced by science fiction 

across film and literature. Futures that we take for granted if only through their sheer persis-

tence in the collective imaginary. Futures that are contaminating the present (Tonkinwise 

2019). Next, we consider which of the proposed futures are preferable, and how are we 

equipped to make a difference and bring them about. That leads us to establish a first crite-

ria for the futures we design: futures that we desire, futures that are sustainable and that 

are not centered on the development of technological innovation. As Salinas (2022) puts is:   

“This critical position places an emphasis on preferable futures, defined by that which 
enables the conditions of ecological sustainability (Fry, 2009), human-centred as op-
posed to technotopian futures (Gidley, 2017) and desired-based as opposed to the 
conventional problem-based approaches that dominate design (Leitão, 2020, 2022)” 
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As a first step to identify and break free from dominant narratives of the future, and start 

considering that other futures are possible, and other ways of designing are possible and 

needed, too, we ask students to think about one thing (product or service) that we can de-

sign that will bring about a desirable future.  

 

Figure 2 A drawing of a futures with humanoid robots. 

Then, we introduce Critical Design (Auger, 2013; Dunne and Raby, 2013; Malpass, 2016, 

2017; Pollastri, 2017)  as umbrella term for practices that use design as a vehicle to reflect 

on futures as personal and lived experience, to better understand the present and what pos-

sible futures might be desirable, materializing possibilities, learning to critically consider the 

implications of designing. 

3.2. Horizon scanning 
The aim of the second stage is to understand pasts, presents and futures. Drawing on future 

studies methods, we embark on a horizon scanning to build an Evidence Safari (UK Policy 

Lab, 2016): a visual database of relevant data evidence, which is compiled as a collection of 

visual cards that contain nuggets of evidence. We seek to to identify signals of change but 

also to find inspiration times and geographies, collecting an ensemble of various type of evi-

dence comprised of signals and trends, identified, and collected anywhere from news out-

lets, scientific studies, services, and policies to everyday life practices. The activity provides 

with a rich foundational knowledge and inspiration towards a more layered world-building. 

As evidence was been gathered, students noted “What if Questions” to support divergent 

thinking, reframing problems and explore hard-to-imagine possibilities  (Dorst, 2011). It is at 

this stage that students start expressing their desires and exploring what futures might be 

preferable according to their own worldviews (Inayatullah, 2013). 

Our student team explored the causes of loss of biodiversity (United Nations, 2021), was in-

spired the images of nature thriving and animals taking over cities during the pandemic lock-

down (The Guardian, 2020); ‘No Mow May’ movement (Shersby, 2023), and puzzled by the 

limited actions taken by governments that struggle to balance economy and planetary inter-

ests, and proposed the following provocation: 
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“What if governments were proactive towards biodiversity conservation? This ques-
tion challenges the current human-centric approach of the UK government and calls 
for new strategies that consider the well-being of non-human species and natural eco-
systems to mitigate biodiversity loss. The rationale behind this question is the consid-
eration of humans as part of a whole natural ecosystem, where the thriving of non-
human species is essential for the thriving of humans.” 

3.3. Materializing alternatives  
The aim of this third stage is to materialize and critically discuss alternatives. Students en-

gage in rapid and iterative prototyping of fictional services, whereby making is a form of 

knowing and creative enquiry (Koskinen et al., 2013). Diegetic prototypes (Kirby, 2010) are 

objects (touchpoints) from alternative, fictional, worlds that act as “entry points” into these 

worlds. Making these fictional artifacts is an act of world-building (Coulton et al., 2017) that 

communicate possibilities and futures, informed by secondary research and proposing an al-

ternative framing of present day problems.  

The (fictional) Ministry of Biodiversity is established to guarantee the survival and well-being 

of natural ecosystems, and an exemplar demonstration of government priorities. Through 

extensive prototyping the team deployed government pushed policies to stop the decreas-

ing biodiversity.  

The (fictional) Ministry introduced three key policies:  

• A Nature Recovery Season, which is a campaign to support nature to thrive and 

which implies banning human access during prolonged periods. 

• A Biodiversity Conservation Certificate, which is a training on biodiversity 

preservation that (very much in the fashion of a covid pass) is required to gain 

access to certain spaces.  

• A Bill of Multispecies Rights, which grants legal rights to non-humans and al-

lows the Attorney General’s Office to legally prosecute those harming biodiver-

sity, especially big corporations with higher impacts. 

 

Figure 3 Deploying future service touchpoints as part of the design process, to understand the ser-
vices in context and gauge residents’ response to future services. 
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Figure 4 Planned closure of Kew Gardens as part of the Nature Recovery Season plan. 

The (fictional) Ministry of Biodiversity changes the fabric of urban environments, no longer 

human-centric, cities now have protected areas not accessible to humans, emphasising an 

improved, respectful, and mutually beneficial, coexistence with nature. It challenges ac-

cepted ideas of human precedence over other natural and animal species and demonstrates 

how a the paradigmatic shift of embracing more-than-human systems might play out for 

government. 

3.4. Show & Tell  
The aim of this stage is to enable conversations between designers and policy-makers about 

how the materialization of alternative futures can inform present day decision-making (Rob-

inson, 1990).  

The collaboration concluded with a Show & Tell (Service Futures Lab, 2023) event held at 

GDS offices, in central London. All eight future concepts designed by the students were 

showcased and stories of alternative futures and the creative process exploring were told to 

the GDS team, including executive management.  



 

Lara Salinas, Laura Yarrow, Marion Lagedamont 

 

10 

 

 

Figure 5: Planned closure of Kew Gardens as part of the Nature Recovery Season plan. 

Although it is early for a full evaluation of the collaboration, there is a salient indicator that 

points towards the interest of new relationships between design and policy in GDS the crea-

tion of a new in-house unit called Greenhouse (Service Futures Lab, 2023). The Greenhouse 

team will catalyze the learnings from our collaboration and embed design-led anticipatory 

innovation in the GDS as part of their business-as-usual, which offers a clear indication of the 

perceived potential of design, and critical service design, to improve quality of public ser-

vices and influence policy formulation. This suggests that the collaboration has expanded the 

GDS’ understanding of role of design in government, and increased their confidence on the 

key role that design can play in reorganizing policy formulation and digital service delivery. 

The postgraduate service design students involved have also expanded their understanding 

of design in government. As an indicator, right after the collaboration two of the five stu-

dents involved in the Ministry of Biodiversity have begun their careers as designers in public 

administration in the UK. For the design educators involved, the collaboration is an oppor-

tunity to increase the permeability between design research, design in government and de-

sign education.  

4. A greenhouse for government innovation 

The paper has presented a collaborative case study between the UK’s Government Digital 

Service and students from MA Service Design, facilitated by Service Futures Lab, at London 

College of Communication, University of the Arts London. The case study has provided an il-

lustration how critical service design (Salinas 2023; 2022) operates as a form of design-led 

anticipatory innovation through service design (Malpass & Salinas, 2020), and how it creates 

the opportunity for (service) designers to contribute to policy formulation through the artic-

ulation of fictional services and alternative futures. The case study is exemplary of how de-

signers can establish generative and agonistic spaces that challenge the ways in which the 

formulation of policy and services is commonly understood. 

Design academia is training the next generation of designers, many of which are filling the 

increasing demand of design in public sector organizations. We identify the need for further 

research to advance the field of public design through a curriculum that is informed by inter-

disciplinary practice and research.  
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