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Design is devising "courses of action aimed at 
changing existing situations into preferred ones."

Simon, 1969, p. 111



To meet diverse needs and 
situations in rapidly changing 
societies, public services must 
be continuously adapted by 
those involved.

Aagard, 2013 
Torfing, 2019 

Wilson et al., 2024



Public service design is typically 
referred to as a distinct, 
collaborative, human-centred and 
creative approach.

Illustration: Hobbe Mikae
Anderson et al., 2018 

Koskela-Huotari et al., 2021



How might the current story 
of public service design 
constrain people in adapting 
their interactions together?

Illustration: Hobbe Mikae Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011 

The promise of  
public service design
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1Constraining Tendency

Centralizing innovation efforts 
… neglects adaptation and learning 
at the margins. 

Parsons, 2007 
Tõnurist et al., 2017



Illustration: Hobbe Mikae

2
Pre-Scripting Interactions 
… constrains adaptation by treating 
actors as performers of pre-set roles

Penin, 2018  
Tlostanova, 2020

Constraining Tendency
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3
Zooming out to address complexity 
…makes structural issues something 
to be understood and addressed 
outside of the everyday 

Čaić et al., 2019 
Vink, 2023

Constraining Tendency
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Initiating episodic projects 
…risks creating rigidity through 
solutions that soon become 
problems

4

Akama & Prendiville, 2013 
Koskela-Huotari et al., 2021

Constraining Tendency



How can actors be enabled to 
collectively and continually design 
public service systems from within?
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130 participants employed within a child welfare agency 
50 other participants from within the child welfare system 
59 master students, researchers, practitioners in design

Researching collective and continual designing from within 
the Norwegian child welfare system 

Shotter, 2006



The Dignity Exploration



The Drama Exploration



The Dialogue Exploration
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Enabling experimenting 
with relating otherwise
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1Enabling Practice

Enable people to propose, test, 
and refine ways of relating 
within their situated settings

Nurturing everyday experimentation





Legitimizing playful public 
administration through 
wearing a cape at work
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Aid people’s joint revision 
of the scripts that underpin 
their interactions

Aiding Relational Re-scripting

2Enabling Practice



Designed by Per Roppestad Christensen, Matilde Petlund and Sara Erin Braathen





Space for collective  
reflexivity
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Seravalli et al., 2022 Vink & Koskela-Huotari, 2022
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People navigate complexity not only 
through reasoning, but also how 
systemic tensions are embodied

Burkitt, 2012 
Shilling, 1999
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3Enabling Practice

Make space for people to 
surface their experiences to 
foster creative action

Harnessing felt friction
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Actors’ interactions are shaped 
by, but also actively shape, the 
social structures that guide them

Emirbayer, 1997 
Shotter,  1983
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4Enabling Practice

Embedding collective reflexivity

Embed ongoing, joint dialogues  
in which people become aware 
of the norms, assumptions, and 
beliefs guiding their interactions
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Pre-scripting  
relations 

Aiding relational 
re-scripting

Abstracting 
systemic conflict

Harnessing felt 
friction

Centralizing 
innovation efforts

Nurturing everyday 
experimentation

Initiating episodic 
projects

Embedding 
collective reflexivity

From Constraining To Enabling



Reframing Public Service 
Design as a Continual and 
Collective Process
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Contact: 
Audun Formo Hay 
Senior Researcher / Senior Advisor 
AHO / Bærum Municipality 
audun.formo.hay@aho.no

Questions? 
Comments… 
Critique!


