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When design in the private sector is used as a catalyst for innovation it can produce insight into human 
experience, awareness of equitable and inequitable conditions, and clarity about needs and wants. But when 
we think of applying design in a government complex, the complicated nature of the civic arena means that 
public sector servants need to learn and apply design in ways that are specific to the complex ecosystem of 
long-standing social challenges they face, and learn new mindsets, methods, and ways of working that 
challenge established practices in a bureaucratic environment. Design offers tools to help navigate the 
ambiguous boundaries of these complex problems and improve the city’s organizational culture so that it 
delivers better services to residents and the communities they live in. 

For the new practitioner in government, design can seem exciting, inspiring, hopeful, and fun because, over 
the past decade, it has quickly become a popular and novel way to approach city policy and service design. In 
the early part of the learning process, people often report that using design helps visualize their thoughts, 
spark meaningful dialogue, and find connections between problems, data, and ideas. But for some, when the 
going gets tough, when the ambiguity of overlapping and long-standing complex civic problems, a large 
number of stakeholders, causes, and effects begin to surface, design practices can seem ineffective, illogical, 
slow, confusing, and burdensome. 

This paper will explore the highs and lows of using design in local government to help cities innovate. The 
authors, who have worked together to conceive, create, and deliver innovation training to over 100 global cities 
through multiple innovation programs, in the United States Federal Government, and in higher education, 
share examples from their fieldwork supported by the experiences of city staff members who have applied 
design methods in their jobs. 

Readers will discover how design works to catalyze innovative thinking in the public sector, reframe 
complex problems, center opportunities in resident needs, especially among those residents who have 
historically been excluded from government decision-making, make sensemaking a cultural norm and idea 
generation a ritual in otherwise traditional bureaucratic cultures, and work through the ambiguity of 
contemporary civic problems to generate measurable impact for residents. They will also learn why design 
sometimes fails to deliver its promise of innovation in government and see what happens when its language, 
mindsets, and tools make it hard for city innovation teams to adopt and apply. 

 

Keywords: Civic, design, innovation, government, methods, impact, complexity, community, project-based 
learning 

!  

 
*  Corresponding authors: Stephanie Wade | e-mail: stephanie@ascendant.cc  Jon Freach | e-mail: jon.freach@austin.utexas.edu 



STEPHANIE WADE AND JON FREACH  

 

Introduction 
This paper will explore the growth and impact of using design in city government and best practices 

when introducing it into city hall to tackle complex civic sector challenges. The authors, who have worked 
together to conceive, create, and deliver design training to over 100 global cities, in the United States 
Federal Government, and in higher education, share examples from their fieldwork supported by the 
experiences of city staff members who have applied design methods in their jobs. 

Readers will discover how design has become a catalyst for innovative thinking in the public sector, 
centering problems and opportunities on residents’ needs to generate measurable impact for them. They 
will also hear about how a learning-by-doing model helps individuals and teams from different city 
departments and agencies learn practical skills by addressing problems that matter to their residents; and 
understand how design helps manage the complexity, ambiguity, and unpredictability inherent in civic 
problems using a structured process and “sensemaking” techniques to generate insight and ideas. Finally, 
readers will learn how building trust and rapport with communities by recognizing where power resides on 
the design team helps establish necessary relations and draw residents into the design process. 

Research Methodology 
The assumptions that shaped our research included: 

• Design is a growing, learnable, and effective skillset that can help city government develop more 
human-centered mindsets 

• Design methods challenge the traditional ways that government approaches problems through 
more equitable, collaborative, and iterative techniques 

• These new design techniques aren’t easy for everyone; some cities, teams, and individuals 
struggle to learn design’s language and adopt its methods while others thrive by making good 
decisions about how, when, where to use design 

• Leadership plays a significant role in the adoption of design processes and application to a variety 
of problems and situations in government 

• Achieving trust is an increasingly important requirement when creating city policies and services for 
communities that have been historically underinvested and overlooked 

Our research methodology included one-on-one interviews with 7 leaders, learners, and practitioners 
from city government teams around the world who provided perspectives and case studies. Each 
individual was chosen based on their experience providing innovation and design instruction, project 
management, leadership, or stewardship of design methodologies to or within their cities. All practitioners 
had 5 or more years experience in their respective roles, and had used design to improve or invent a city 
service or function. 

Additionally, 23 literature reviews of civic design reports, academic papers, and media discussing 
applied design methods in civic contexts informed and supported the authors’ viewpoints. To provide 
focus to the literature review, the authors sought research about how design is being used in public sector 
work, studies of design techniques and critiques of design methods in civic projects and practices, and 
case studies of design-driven city services. 

The Evolution and Growth of Design In Government 
When design in the private sector is used as a catalyst for innovation it can produce insight into human 

experience, awareness of equitable and inequitable conditions, and clarity about needs and wants. But 
when we think of applying design in a government context, the complicated nature of the civic arena 
means that public sector servants need to learn and apply design in ways that are specific to the complex 
ecosystem of long-standing social challenges, and learn new mindsets, methods, and ways of working 
that challenge established practices in a bureaucratic environment. Design offers tools to help navigate 
the ambiguous boundaries of these complex problems and ****impact in city hall so that it delivers better 
services to residents and the communities they live in. 

During the Industrial Age, design tools in the private sector were used to build high-quality, 
efficient things. Businesses and institutions commonly relied on platform strategies and supply chains to 
scale their products, services, and value propositions. Products aimed to be simple; solutions were 
complete. Design’s value was often misunderstood as mostly providing a surface material or expression 
for something that had been engineered. 
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By contrast, design tools used in the private sector in the Information Age are made to catalyze 
interactions, build relationships, and enable diverse communities to creatively take action and innovate. 
Today’s problems are complicated and deeply systemic with dependencies that unfold over time. Hence, 
our designed solutions may never be “complete.” We now design ecosystems, experiences, provocations, 
interventions, and futures (Dunne and Raby, 2013). 

The connectedness of the Information Age brought with it added complexity and patterns of disruption, 
especially to industries with established business models, such as hospitality (Airbnb), retail (Amazon), 
and entertainment (Netflix) (Freach, 2017). This was corroborated by a 2015 DMI study showing that “over 
the last 10 years design-led companies have maintained significant stock market advantage, 
outperforming the S&P by an extraordinary 211%” (Design Management Institute, 2015). 

But design in government, in its most recent form, was only introduced in a significant way starting in 
the early 2000s when some of the larger design consulting firms started gaining traction by applying it in 
the United States Federal government, and other national governments like Denmark began building this 
capability in-house with MindLab, an innovation lab that embraced an iterative approach of rapid 
prototyping and testing (Bason, 2018). Since then, national, regional, and city governments around the 
world have been turning to design to solve their toughest challenges (Alvarezz, Aurucchio, Mortati, 2022). 

A recent 2021 OECD report focused on measuring the use of innovation at the city-level of government 
found that “certain public sector innovation approaches and methods, including co-creation and human-
centered design, can increase well-being, help cities avoid wasteful spending, and reflect the preferences 
of residents, fostering accountability” (OECD, 2021, p55). Since it has been introduced, an increasing 
number of governments have begun to embrace design as a critical function for improving the services it 
delivers to residents. Designers “bring a few tools that are new to many local governments,” including 
ethnographic research, problem synthesis, and low-cost prototyping of new ideas that can be piloted with 
residents for feedback (Bloomberg.org, 2019). 

As shown in Figure 1.1 below, in the 2021 OECD report that surveyed 147 city governments around 
the world, “just over half of the cities report having a designer on their innovation team” which is 
noteworthy considering there were almost no designers in cities or any level of government 10-15 years 
prior (OECD, 2021, p61). 

Figure 1.1 Top Innovation skills sets cities are hiring showing designers at 53%  
 

 
Figure 1.1 (Source: https://cities-innovation-oecd.com/) 

These indications of growth in the use of design in city government can be extrapolated to represent, to 
some degree, the growth in broader trends in the introduction of design at all levels of government (Bason 
and Schneider, 2014).  

Changing the Way City Governments Solve Problems 
At its core, government’s role is to create and uphold laws and deliver services that are in support of 

the collective good of the communities they serve. Traditionally, governments have often approached 
problem-solving and delivering services from a fixed, closed mindset, developing new programs, policies, 
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and services in a black box incubated inside their proverbial walls. But after decades of trying to tackle 
truly complex societal challenges in this manner, governments found they were often creating a series of 
solutions that addressed the symptoms but not the roots of the problem. “For example, many cities would 
wish to reduce their crime rates, reduce their carbon footprints or create more employment but are 
stymied by decision gridlock, incremental policies, an absence of a systems view that is broad enough, 
and a resistance to change at every level” (Banerjee, 2014, p72). 

As city governments began to hire designers and apply design in the civic space, they discovered the 
ability to transform how they approached complex problems by leading with questions instead of solutions, 
challenging assumptions, and finding root causes through contextual research with residents and 
communities instead of trying to solve the problems with “the same level of thinking used to create them” 
(Einstein, 1946). 

“Design thrives best in open-ended systems where assumptions can be continually challenged on the 
way to finding solutions that work” (Bason and Schneider, 2014, p38). By applying design to approach 
problem-solving in new ways, city governments are not only better able to focus on the root causes of the 
challenges of complex systems, but are also creating measurable impact in their ability to improve the 
services they deliver and the experience residents have in their community. 

Terrance Smith, Chief Innovation Officer for the City of Mobile, Alabama, submits that if we think about 
complex civic challenges as a tree: 

Without using design in government, we would only get to the branches of the problem, not the roots. 
For example, in our city, which was experiencing high rates of dilapidated properties, we could knock 
down a house that was dilapidated, but the lot would just become overgrown and more homes around 
it would fall into disrepair.” In other words, they were not addressing the root causes of the problem 
until they started applying design.  

Once they did, they saw dramatic results that lasted. Smith added, “eventually, we were able to 
understand what the root cause of the problem was, who it was a problem for, why it was a problem, and 
how long it had been going on. Other methodologies wouldn’t have enabled us to get there. By using a 
design approach, Smith said they generated a portfolio of ideas that “reduced dilapidated properties in the 
city by 58% in 3.5 years.” 

Figure 1.2: Abandoned houses and overgrown lawns line Edwards Street in Mobile’s 
historic Africatown neighborhood 
 

 
Source: [Photo: William Widmer/Redux Pictures for Fast Company] https://www.fastcompany.com/90298534/blight-is-

eating-american-cities-heres-how-mobile-stopped-it 
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This type of impact can be seen across many other city governments around the world. In Tel Aviv, 

Israel, the city’s Innovation Team used design to create Digitaf, a digital platform connecting parents with 
young children aged 0-3 to affordable services, activities, and events throughout the city. As of 2019, 60% 
(or ~45,000) of parents had enrolled in this program throughout the city, giving them access to 1,500 new 
free or reduced-cost activities and events. The program has been so successful it has been adopted by 
cities in India (Jerusalem Post, 2017). 

In Paris, France, the city used design to tackle a climate change challenge they were facing. 
Recognizing the increasing number of days each year that the city’s residents were experiencing 
dangerous heat waves in the summer months, the city identified the need to provide more safety shelters 
to keep residents safe. One way they decided to address this issue was by transforming public 
schoolyards into climate refugees, or ‘Oasis Schools,’ making them public shelters during heat waves. 
They re-designed three pilot schoolyards in Paris in 2018 and 28 additional schoolyards in 2019. The city 
plans to continue scaling this work and reach all 760 schoolyards by 2040/2050 (Urban Initiative Actions). 

Figure 1.3: Elementary School Jeanne d’Arc Oasis Yard  
 

 
(Source: https://uia-initiative.eu/en/news/look-back-some-openings) 

 
In Granada, Spain they used a human-centered approach to “improve access for individuals with 

reduced mobility to two of its UNESCO World Heritage Sites - Albaicin and Sacromonte - main attractions 
in the city and an important part of its culture identity. Based on their mobility profile, users receive 3D 
visualisation with the optional routes and detailed topographic information about stairs, slopes, and 
pavements. The app is one of the first initiatives undertaken within the framework of Granada Human 
Smart City, which aims to build a more livable and sustainable city using innovative technologies” (OECD, 
2021, p47). 

Not only does design, generate impact, it helps government generate impact faster. The Chief 
Innovation Officer for the City of Bratislava Slovakia, Petra Dzurovčinová said “Before learning and 
applying design in government, if you wanted to develop and implement something new, you usually had 
to first commission a nine-month study, then there would be a technical solution process, and many more 
steps after that, and in the end it would take three years to come up with something. But with design, “we 
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have learned to do it in as short as 6 or 12 hours and create something that generates impact” which was 
especially critical during the early days of their COVID-19 pandemic response. 

And while these examples speak to specific programs, policies, and services, there is evidence that 
governments that consistently use an innovative approach to problem-solving create lasting impact on the 
overall community at large. This is evidenced by a key finding in the 2021 OECD report that cities with 
high innovation capacity [which includes human-centered design] and high data use practices scored 
better across 11 well-being dimensions, such as environment, housing, and city and life satisfaction 
(OECD, 2021, p5). 

Learning Design By Doing Design 
While we know that applying design to complex government sector challenges yields impact, how 

design gets introduced into government can be a determining factor for how successfully it is applied and 
scaled. This approach can be introduced at different levels of the organization (i.e. bottom-up and top-
down) and at varying levels of rigor. Regardless of what level it is introduced at, a critical factor of success 
in demonstrating the impact of design is having transparent and consistent senior leadership support from 
the Mayor and/or City Manager. 

“Well established [government] systems are hard to confront and change” (Lykketoft, 2014, p133). 
Bringing design into government requires the dedication of time, staff coordination, commitment, 
resiliency, willingness to work in new ways, and the patience necessary to forge new mindsets, create 
new tools, and build creative confidence**.** Without the support of the city’s senior leaders, a creative 
problem-solving approach cannot generate enough legitimacy to overcome the formidable barriers to 
change inside government. “Anchoring with top-management gives the backing for agency on lower 
levels” which enables design to scale (Lykketoft, 2014, p145). 

When conducting a civic design project, it is critical to create a multi-disciplinary project team 
representing diverse individuals across different departments who have varying levels of seniority. This 
approach generates new insights into the problem space, generates ideas that would not have surfaced 
otherwise, and builds buy-in that paves the way for developing ideas that build equity and serve multiple 
communities and residents. This means pulling together “professionals from different backgrounds 
(design, economics, policy, and social knowledge) who can operate in more horizontal, non-hierarchical 
ways and provide a degree of freedom from many of the innovative constraints of agency-specific 
mandates, policy issues, and procedural restrictions” (Bason and Schneider, 2014, p34). 

Typically, governments have either hired innovation expertise into government directly via a senior 
leadership role, entire Innovation Teams, or Labs, or invested in training existing staff in innovation 
methods. Sometimes, individuals in the organization identify with or learn design on their own and try to 
introduce it through a bottom-up grassroots approach. Regardless of where it begins, because it is still a 
relatively new skill set, everyone in these roles, even those who come with experience, are learning and 
evolving this approach as they go and still have to do some learning on the job. While there are some 
Civic Design short courses that provide opportunities to learn the basics of the design process, learning 
and applying a more methodical approach to real city challenges demands an understanding of the 
nuances of design. For example, the Enterprise Data Strategist for the City of Boise, Idaho, Kyle 
Patterson, who participated in a nine-month professional design learning program, added: 

It was great to learn how to apply design on the job because you can contextualize it. My preference 
is to learn on the job while doing it on a project as long as you have the mentorship or guidance of an 
expert to help take you through it. 

Furthermore, this learn-by-doing framework helps scale the construction of innovation knowledge 
through team-oriented projects with the potential to build new communities of design practice in the city 
organization (Schmittinger, Deserti, Rizzo, 2021). 

Design training programs that help city staff learn on the job are often structured around topics and/or 
problems, loosely defined, that matter to a city. Educating city staff through dedicated project-based 
learning experiences that produce prototypes and pilots of new city service offerings has proven to be an 
effective way to build skills. Training programs are often facilitated by an experienced 3rd party designer 
who provides “coaching” to a project team using a framework that guides learners through multiple phases 
of problem definition, research, ideation, and prototyping. Project-based learning has a “real-world 
application, demands deeper investment from individuals and teams, requires more reflection and 
collaboration, is focused on both product and process, and produces results that are shared outside the 
boundaries of the project” to make an impact on both the city’s organizational culture and the community 
the problem is for (PBLWorks, 2022). 
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Participants in civic design training programs have reported that lessons about how to introduce 
structure to ad-hoc processes of problem-solving and project management can orient a diverse team by 
providing a predictable and actionable sequence of steps in the unfamiliar territory of design. And this is 
important for new practitioners because it can help provide room to learn safely and manage ambiguities 
at many stages in the process, from problem identification, framing, identifying assumptions, insight 
generation, ideation, and various forms of sensemaking with an expert there to help guide where needed. 

This experience is shared by Petra Dzurovčinová (Bratislava): 

[The training program] created a safe space to be able to look at things objectively and with a lens 
that we generally shy away from. Learning design through a long-term training program helped us 
understand that we don’t have to have all the answers. There is no silver bullet. In government, we 
feel paralyzed with the traditional expectation that we have to have the right solution. Learning design 
in this way gave us room to start by understanding the problem, experiment safely, and show our 
peers a new way of generating impact.  

Figure 1.4: Bratislava team at work applying design to a city challenge 
 

 
Source: City of Bratislava 

When picking which problems to apply design to, it’s important to strike a balance between observable 
and obscure problems to build design capacity. Observable problems such as street repair or waste 
management are good for inexperienced teams, stakeholders, and audiences, while obscure problems 
such as trust or gun violence require more mature teams to manage their inherent complexity and 
predisposed audiences who may not have the patience to consume complicated narratives about 
conducting complex design work that may require years before it reveals meaningful and measurable 
results. 

In Durham, NC, the Office of Performance and Innovation (OPI) tackled both observable and obscure 
problems to build a “public sector innovation ecosystem” through “simultaneous shifts in how the public 
sector creates new societal solutions” (Bason, 2010). “At one end of the spectrum are the more 
incremental internally focused change processes. At the other end is the significantly more explorative 
process that can deliver radical change” (Bason, 2010). At the incremental level, to jumpstart innovation 
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and help it grow at a grassroots level with city staff they created “IdeaStarter”, a program that collected 
ideas from city employees, provided design training, funded research, prototyping, and potential 
implementation. “The cohort receives tools to approach their challenges from a human-centered 
perspective, build a structure around their innovations, and formulate a pitch to leadership and other 
potential project allies” (City of Durham Office of Performance and Innovation IdeaStarter, 2021). 

An example of one of the IdeaStarter’s projects was one focused on an “observable” problem - 
improving website usability - in which a staffer was challenged to find ways to make it easier for residents 
to use city services and access information. She learned how to interview users and discovered the 
nuances and benefits of usability testing with a smaller sample set iteratively - a new method that is 
different from the typical surveys her team would use. In addition to supporting the methodology, OPI 
chronicled the participant’s learning reflections using a video story published on their website and the 
broader, official Durham, NC YouTube channel (City of Durham IdeaStarter Project Spotlight, 2021). 

As mentioned above, an internal program like IdeaStarter quickly builds interest and confidence from 
staff members in design methods and processes which helps generate short-term buy in. By also tackling 
obscure problems Durham used design to it’s fullest capacity to generate meaningful change in the 
community on some of its most challenging problems which helped anchor long-term buy-in and support 
for this way of working in city government and opened up opportunities to scale and embed this way of 
working into city government. 

For example, Durham’s OPI team chose to work on building more equitable employment opportunities 
in the city. By applying design to this challenging issue they found that justice-involved residents were 
suffering the consequences of having a criminal record well beyond the proportionate time they spent 
detained, on probation, or in prison, in some cases persisting for decades, which included the ability to 
find gainful employment. As a result of their work, they helped “dismiss over 50,000 charges and waive 
over $2.7 million in old traffic tickets for more than 35,000 people in Durham County and over 1,200 
petitions for expungement” building toward the restoration of their driver's license and a greater chance at 
obtaining gainful employment. The impact of this work is “most felt by the Bull City’s most economically 
challenged Black and Brown residents.” 
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Figure 1.5: Traffic ticket dismissals that were creating drivers license suspensions in 
Durham, NC  
 

 
Source: https://www.deardurham.org/impact-1  

 
To generate this impact, not only did they have to navigate complex legal, political, and social 

challenges, they had to understand the root causes of the challenges going on in this complex space, and 
maintain support for their long-term work even though it took considerable time to show their gains. As a 
result of their work, the city has invested additional funding into this program and created a new 
Community Safety Department to advance these and other issues (Indyweek, 2022) (Durham City 
Government, 2021). 

Taming the Complexity and Unpredictability of Civic Problems 
Reflecting on applying design in government the first time, Terrance Smith (Mobile) said:  

It was very frustrating to learn design in government because of the sheer volume of taking in so 
much information and data from different residents and then synthesizing it - it was overwhelming at 
first. But once we were able to make much more sense than anyone else had before on big issues, 
including outside experts and consultants, we realized we could understand, organize, and visualize 
information in a powerful way. Now I wouldn’t want to work in a government that doesn’t have a 
designer on staff.  

Petra Dzurovčinová (Bratislava) added that design:  

Helps government staff deal with uncertainty. For example, covid created unprecedented conditions 
that no one had answers to. Design teaches you how to embrace uncertainty and come up with 
solutions fast, which helped us improve our process to conduct covid testing. We used design to 
improve every weekend (during the Covid pandemic). Knowing this, that we could improve how we 
operate and make it better, gives us flexibility and helps us grow because it opens our minds and 
teaches us a new way of thinking which you can’t forget, which is brilliant. 
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Sensemaking, the act of finding meaningful patterns in data sets, is a fundamental part of design’s 
magic (Kolko, 2011). Because they applied this foundational element of the design process, both Terrance 
Smith (Mobile) and Petra Dzurovčinová (Bratislava) describe situations where they benefitted from 
“making more sense of complex issues than anyone else” and “embracing uncertainty”. But how did they 
and their teams cope with both a glut of information and a lack of precedent? The design process 
continuously requires practitioners to understand a variety of data types taking many forms: stories from 
participants, contextualized and de-contextualized utterances, artifacts, photographs, observations (of 
behavior, spaces, and people), statistics, literature, the designer’s own experiences, and more. The 
design methodology teaches practitioners a robust process for collecting, organizing, manipulating, and 
managing such data. This unique data yields insight into human experience, which informs ideas about 
meeting specific needs, wants, and expectations. Because of their public nature, civic problems may offer 
more fluid design contexts because the churn of communities, markets, and everyday life is on display 
and knowable. This condition enables (and requires) staff working on related problems to iteratively 
generate insights that are responsive to what they are learning. 

As a part of the sensemaking process, design provides useful techniques such as externalization, 
where individuals and teams extract the data they have collected from digital and analog means, and 
publish in shared spaces (both in-person and online), often vertically oriented so that they can make better 
sense of complicated data that yield new insights; pattern-finding, where data sets are grouped by theme 
or topic so that team members can engage in discussion and debate about particular inferences relating 
to the physical, cognitive, social, cultural, or emotional aspects of a problem; frameworking, where 
research insights take on new meaning and storytelling capabilities using visual means such as charts, 
tables, diagrams, and qualitative/quantitative stories; and ideation, where those inferences and insights 
take the form of speculative design ideas, interventions, and scenarios of use by the residents and 
communities impacted by the problem. 

Figure 1.6: New Orleans team uses externalized data to ideate concepts for building 
resident trust 

 
Source: City of New Orleans 
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While the design toolbox offers a unique perspective and way of working in city government that helps 
make sense of complex data, providing versatile and adaptable approaches, it can also challenge the 
compliant, procedural mindset cultivated by bureaucratic cultures. “You figure out how to operate in that 
government world, and then the design process blows it up.” said Liana Elliott, Director of Policy and 
Government Operations for New Orleans, LA. But when compliance-minded individuals are encouraged to 
stick with the design process through the end of their first project, it pays dividends. As they become more 
comfortable with design’s reflective and iterative nature, and build their know-how and confidence in this 
new way of tackling tough problems, these city government staff often become the biggest champion for 
spreading this way of working throughout city hall. 

Building Community Engagement and Trust 
The design toolset includes methods for exploring problem areas, identifying key stakeholders for 

research, contextual research, sensemaking, ideation, prototyping and testing, metric definition, and 
implementation planning. Within each category are many more specific tools to aid the practitioner in 
using design for their work (innovation training programs vary, but a simple curriculum can easily employ 
anywhere between 20-50 tools and methods). Our research revealed that those methods which enabled 
city staff (individuals and teams) to build trust with communities were the most intuitive, impactful, and 
applicable. They include interviewing and observation methods that are familiar and easy to find value in 
(but nuanced in practice); and co-design and community-building techniques that cultivate meaningful 
interactions between city management and the public sector cultures (Schmittinger, Deserti, Rizzo, 2021). 

But centering trust in civic design requires a team to recognize first that trust is important and second 
that their own socioeconomic and governmental authority positions create power that has historically been 
abused, thereby generating distrust among residents over time. The nature of the problem can dictate the 
kind and quality of trust needed to earn access to authentic encounters with those most impacted, often 
those who are historically underrepresented and who have experienced trauma in some form. “If you are 
trying to design a toothbrush, then trust probably doesn’t play a big role in the design process. However, 
trust is at the center of civic work”, says Ryan Smith, Director of the Community Safety Department in 
Durham, NC. If a project team doesn’t have a cultural liaison - some member who already holds the 
respect of the community for whom they are designing (or someone who can attain the status necessary) - 
then they must build more relations and yield power to these individuals. 

For example, Chuck Manning, Community Outreach Coordinator for the City of Durham Innovation 
Team (2017-2020) played a key role in the design of the Welcome Home Program, which “serves – and 
empowers – Durham residents returning from prison” (The 9th Street Journal, 2018). Manning was one of 
the architects of the program and its peer support specialist, as well as being a justice-involved individual 
himself. His own experience enabled him to understand and relate to those for whom the Welcome Home 
program would serve, and this, along with in-depth interviews of community members with lived-
experience, informed the design of a kit that newly released individuals receive, which includes a week’s 
worth of food, a month’s worth of toiletries as well as a bus pass, a $25 gift card to Wal-Mart, a cell phone, 
and a letter from the Mayor.  
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Figure 1.7: Durham provides Welcome Home Kits to individuals newly release from 
incarceration 
 

 
Source:https://www.durhamiteam.org/welcome-home 

 
Ryan Smith (Durham), who worked with him on the project, comments: 

Figuring out how you can quickly build trust was a huge challenge; Chuck built a bridge between our 
community and justice-involved residents. He was able to have conversations in a matter of months 
that would have taken us years. 

DiSalvo and Le Dantec postulate that civic design is a “collective affair” in which the civic designer is 
an “embedded accomplice” whose role must be played out with “deference and humility”. These 
requirements demand that the designer deepen their collaboration with the communities they are 
designing for such that a sense of “belongingness” and even “activism” is achieved. They suggest further 
that empathy, a well-established and agreed-upon principle of human-centered design, can create an 
“otherness” and instead, civic designers should focus on building belongingness: 

Attuning how we do design in civic contexts also means revisiting the tenets of design thinking. 
Perhaps most glaringly, in the context of civic design, to what extent is the notion of empathy still 
appropriate? It certainly makes sense when we imagine the client-designer relationship common to 
industry, where empathizing with the client (or the client’s customer) helps create insight into product 
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innovation. But it’s not at all clear that empathy is an appropriate frame of reference for a committed 
and engaged civic designer because empathy suggests an otherness. But if the civic designer is 
engaged as an accomplice, empathy loses its relevance. In the place of methods for developing 
empathy, then, we need to consider methods for developing a sense of belongingness, a sense of 
mutual commitment while not glossing over the inherent power relations at play in any project. 
(DiSalvo and Le Dantec, 2017, p67-68) 

One way of building belonging can take place through meaningful engagement during in-depth 
interviewing says Kyle Patterson (Boise): 

I remember conducting one ethnographic interview with a community member who was an affordable 
housing advocate working on this critical issue in the community. We interviewed her to understand 
her experiences and at the end she said, ‘Thank you. That felt like therapy.’ Having meaningful 
interactions with residents is so valuable. She felt she had never been heard before.  

Because interviewing techniques in design draws heavily upon the methods and cultures of 
anthropology, they are experienced as open-ended and exploratory conversations rich with story, 
symbolism, and folklore. The discussions can follow an uneven path, producing content that often informs 
and inspires solutions that meet deeply implicit end-user needs and leave lasting impressions beyond the 
interview, like the “bridge” that Manning built with those residents in the Welcome Home program.  

Conclusion 
In this paper, we have discussed the evolution, influence, and impact of design in city government, 

best practices for staff to effectively learn and apply design skills, the importance of choosing projects that 
generate measurable impact for residents, how design helps manage the complexity and ambiguity 
inherent in civic problems, and how design builds trust and rapport with communities. But designers face 
many challenges in successfully bringing this creative solving process into city government: 

• The rigid governance structure and compliance-minded established practices of work processes is 
often at odds with design’s more flexible and iterative nature, making it hard to bring creative 
problem solving into city hall. 

• Work is often done in departmental silos by teams who have been working on the same problem, 
sometimes for years, and have already tried many ideas that did not the generate results they 
wanted. 

• It can be hard to build buy-in for this new way of working when it is first introduced. City 
government staff who are new to design often have a difficult time tackling the most complex 
challenges in the community (i.e. gun violence, homelessness etc.) and it can take a long time to 
demonstrate measurable results in ways that can easily be seen and felt. 

• When cities signal a commitment to bringing design into city hall, many staff may be resistant to 
the change that this new way of working can bring. 

• In the beginning, staff who are working on a design project for the first time may feel overwhelmed 
by learning an iterative and creative process that synthesizes high volumes of complex data and 
want to abandon the project before it is completed. 

• Municipal staff often incubate ideas for new programs, services, and products inside city hall based 
and then deliver it to the community without deeply understanding residents’ needs. 

Cities that are interested in adding design capacity to their staff or want to scale their existing design 
practice may consider adopting the following best practices learned from other municipal efforts: 

• Ensure that the city’s senior leaders are the driving force and stalwart champions behind bringing 
design into city hall so they can help remove roadblocks and build accountability for creating 
culture change. 

• When conducting civic design projects, curate a cross-functional team in a long-term project-based 
learning design training program comprised of staff representing different city services, levels of 
authority and agencies, serving multiple communities and residents to generate new ideas that 
have impact. 

• In the early stages of bringing design into city government, choose highly relevant, complex and 
observable problems that are easier to demonstrate impact on, especially those that impact 
historically underinvested communities. Get to the roots of problems and challenge popular 
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assumptions. Frequently communicate project learnings as you go and invite participation into the 
project by city staff to build buy-in. 

• As design matures inside the organization and cities look to scale this creative problem-solving 
approach, tackle more obscure city problems to create a greater equitable impact for residents, 
and generate long-term buy-in and support for this way of working. 

• Create conditions and prompts for everyday use of design methods outside of dedicated design 
learning programs. Encourage staff to use their new mindsets and techniques in their daily work 
and share clear and easy-to-understand stories about projects with their peers and the public. 

• Build dedicated check-ins with the project design team to understand when they are thriving and 
when they are struggling with this new way of tackling problems. Provide additional training and 
support or adjust the process as they need it, but encourage them to stick with it until the end of 
the project where they will gain the clarity and confidence in this new approach. 

• Center trust in the project work by understanding the power dynamics of the city team. Strive to 
create the most authentic encounters with all communities - be honest about who is the best liaison 
and ensure the community is a co-creator throughout the entire process. Use contextual 
interviewing and co-design methods to create a collective understanding of resident experiences, 
build belongingness, and engage them in understanding the problem and creating possible 
solutions. 
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