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Design?

Herbert Simon : ‘the intellectual activity that produces material artifacts is 
no different fundamentally from the one that prescribes remedies for a sick 
patient or the one that devises a new sales plan for a company or a social 
welfare policy for a state …. in large part, the proper study of mankind is the 
science of design, not only as the professional component of a technical 
education but as a core discipline for every educated person’. 

‘All fields that create designs…engineering, medicine, business, 
architecture, and painting are concerned not with the necessary but with 
the contingent – not with how things are but with how they might be – in 
short, with design.’
•   



So how does government need to be 
designed or redesigned?



Top down

…bottom up

…in between

…and writing 
books







The UK state has accumulated layers of structure over the 
centuries … with change usually driven by crisis, failures of 

competence and trust.  



1. Shared intelligence 
as central

Government increasingly depends on the 
orchestration of intelligence: data, 
evidence, tacit knowledge, citizen 
knowledge, the organisation of which 
should sit at the heart of every 
government, department and agency.  





Future NHS app?

Navigating jobs and skills?

A screenshot of a phone and tablet

AI-generated content may be incorrect.

https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/$s_!8P5l!,f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Fbb66e000-7302-4ca8-a284-e6947f6daba1_489x313.png


2. Acting as a mesh
Most of government now has to be run 
as a mesh:  linking multiple tiers of 
government as well as partnerships with 
business and civil society.

This points to very different organising 
methods to traditional administrative 
hierarchy.  Systems; weaving; 
collaboration…



Dept A Dept B Dept C Dept D Dept E

Prime Minister/Mayor

Agency A Agency B Agency C Agency D Agency E

Shared front end – customer service, one-stop shops

Shared back office and procurement & ‘double keys’

Shared knowledge management and shared data

Govt as platform – modular tools

People &
Processes

Joint budgets Joint targets

Crosscutting strategy 
Development, performance management Early identification

 of clashes & trade-offs 
for political resolution

Joint appointments of
Directors, deputy Mayors and officials

Flash teams for emergencies, data, innovation, delivery teams

Partnerships, 
special 
purpose 
vehicles





3. Innovation and experiment

Still a striking mismatch between 
innovation in science and business – well 
funded, organised, supported – and often 
disorganised public innovation, despite the 
many labs, teams and programmes.

“The country needs … bold, persistent 
experimentation. It is common sense to 
take a method and try it: If it fails, admit 
it frankly and try another. But above all, 
try something. …”  FDR







4. Trust & engaging the 
public
The public need ways to engage – to 
provide feedback, input and share in 
decisions.   69% of those who feel 
they have a say in government 
actions trust national governments, 
compared to 22% of those who feel 
they do not have a say. 
So reforming engagement – and 
exploring innovations in democracy 
- are not an optional add-on, but 
decisive for restoring trust.



5. Using AI wisely 

AI has the potential to change almost 

every aspect of government and there 

are some impressive initiatives. 

But better results require:

• Experiment and fast learning

• New models of procurement

• Evidence and shared data

• Design of new combinations of AI and 

collective intelligence



• Data: the municipality receiving the referral, date of receipt, notifier (e.g., 
school, health institution, family member, or police), type of concern registered, 
and whether the referral is considered severe (e.g., cases of violent or sexual 
abuse, parental drug abuse, abusive parenting, or inadequate care). This set 
also contains detailed data from CPS on past referrals, removals, and 
preventive services for the referred child’s municipality. Additionally, it provides 
information about parents and siblings, like their ages, number of siblings, 
living arrangements, household size, and household mobility history.



Finance often misaligned with timescales, 
purposes, impacts.

Many innovations to build on:

• Public pound multiplier
• Well-being budgets
• Whole of government accounts
• Phenomenon-based budgeting
• Social and development impact bonds
• Impact assessment in investment
• Budget transparency and open data

But new operating models needed!

6. New Designs for Money





A key challenge for any bureaucracy: 
how to reduce complexity and costs – 
regularly, and ruthlessly. 

Taxes, processes, protocols, burdens 
on citizens and businesses – all tend to 
become more complex over time.

7. Cost and complexity 
reduction







8. Designing New Public Institutions

Most public institutions look very similar to their 
equivalents 20 or 50 years ago – unlike business 
or civil society.  What are the future equivalents 
of the BBC, NHS, Open University ….



Stack-based institutions 

Knowledge, data and intelligence

Capital, investment, returns

Infrastructure planning, implementation and operation

Design rules

Experiment

Rules of behaviour – waste, streets

Mutual transparency, 
triggered hierarchy

Assembly/federated 
governance for meta-

issues



Protocol-based 
institutions

Like the Internet, new institutions set 
protocols and rules of interconnection 
and impose requirements for 
interoperability, sharing data, use of 
platforms and series of APIs … 
supporting ecosystems of 
autonomous organisations: highly 
suitable for energy



Mycelium-like networked 
institutions

Multiple entities loosely coupled, providing mutual 
support, acting both above and below ground (ie with 
both formal and informal networks), highly flexible 
and resilient, cellular network: highly suitable for 
care but also relevant for research, technology 
adoption





9. Designing New Spaces for 
policy



10. New skills and mindsets
20th century 21st century

Policy design as a separate 
science

Policy & implementation seen as 
an end-to-end process

Analytical and logical policy 
design

Problem solving as key – and 
understanding different kinds of 
problem

Law, economics as primary Science, technology and digital 

Managing Mobilising and engaging – work 
in networks, meshes, weaves

Innovation as a private sector 
activity

Innovation as vital for public 
sector

Organisations/structures Systems as a key unit of action

Finance as central function of 
governments

Intelligence function as central 
function of governments

Assumptions about behaviour Drawing on empirical 
psychology

Primarily present-focused Future orientation

Western theory and examples Global theory, cases and ideas



11. Strength without 
weight as a design ethos



Government needs a repertoire of very 
different methods for very different tasks 
(like a hospital) – and should avoid the over-
generalisation of fashions: top-down 
command and control, New Public 
Management, privatisation, missions, 
abundance ….– 
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How to organise centres of government

How to orchestrate intelligence in governments (data, 
evidence etc)

How to modernise public finance

How to support public innovation

How to organise ‘whole of government’ action

How to improve government skills (officials and 
politicians)

How to use AI in government

How to design a ‘relational state’

How to handle crises
How to reorganise procurement

How to reform democracy

How to shape strategy

How to modernise regulation

How to run efficiency drives

How to reignite imagination

How to design new public institutions

How to organise policy for science
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