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Riding a Wave
For the past year, service design has been the darling of the public sector in
urban centres across Java. Demand for design workshops among public
servants is on the rise, but one question prevails: How might we better teach
human centred design to people who live and breathe hierarchy,
bureaucracy and routine?
These slides capture some of the lessons we learned while facilitating service
design workshops in Malang and Probolinggo, East Java, in collaboration
with GIZ. We ﬁnd these workshops useful for identifying data innovation
opportunities in frontline services and sub-national public administrations.
They are also a lot of fun.
We have been humbled and inspired by the passion of the participants. And
we have learned a lot about untangling the restraints to design-led innovation
in Indonesia’s public sector. We hope that these slides act as a prompt for a
broader conversation on public sector innovation in Indonesia.
We are grateful for the generous support from the Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade of the Government of Australia.
The Pulse Lab Team

01

Prep Yourself

Get to know as much as you can about the challenge to be addressed,
and translate your ﬁndings into a set of design prompts or inspirations
that you can showcase early on at the workshop. This kind of
preparation helps us all to better understand the challenges,
opportunities and incentives facing people on either side of the public
service interface.
We ﬁnd that showing the participants that we have done our homework
helps to establish credibility, gives the participants some loose
structure to which they can hold and, later on, smooths the transition to
the research phase of the workshop.
For our Health Service Design Workshops in East Java, we conducted
user research some weeks before the main events. We talked to
pregnant mothers, midwives, other outreach workers and family
members who have lost their loved ones during pregnancy. We
synthesised our ﬁndings into a set of expecting mother-centred
scenarios, which were grounded in healthcare journeys of service
users. We feel that the scenarios give the workshop participants new
insights as it enables them to understand a familiar area from a fresh,
citizen-centred perspective.

Example of Design Prompts & Inspirations:
Thematic Scenarios

02 Respect the Culture
Understanding cultural nuances that may hinder us from capturing
meaningful stories is essential for facilitators. During a series of
interviews at a local health clinic, we observed that pregnant mothers
were much more reluctant to talk to the male workshop participants
(not a huge surprise, but we should have seen this coming). Another
example relates to the feedback that we received post-workshop in a
Moslem-dominated area, where one of the biggest complaints was the
insufﬁciently equipped prayer facility in the workshop space. Get these
things right so that the participants can focus on what is important.

03 Leave Your Professional Identity at the Door
The hierarchical nature of government naturally leads to situations
where one opinion carries more weight than others. Labelling of
government ofﬁcials also creates a natural barrier for meaningful
conversations with citizens. We found that requiring the participants to
forgo their corporate attributes, like uniform, especially when
conducting ﬁeldwork, built trust within the teams and with citizens
during interviews. It is amazing to see how a simple act, such as
banning uniform, has an impact on people’s openness to connect and
expose their true feelings.
Prearranging interviews with service users (pregnant mothers in our
case) also had an impact on the workshop participants. The
interviewees knew about the workshop, which seemed to put the
participating public servants at ease. During the ﬁrst workshop in
Malang we did not prearrange interviews with the result that when the
participants visited health clinics they reverted to being ‘experts’,
criticised the clinics and conducted only superﬁcial interviews with
service users. With a few prearranged interviews, the workshop
participants seemed more relaxed while interviewing service users and
as a result gained much more from the experience.

04

Onboard Creativity

Selling creativity in this particular type of workshop can have a
negative effect on the participants’ enthusiasm. Most of them did not
feel that they are creative (we beg to differ!), but more dangerously,
many did not think that creativity is a relevant skill in their work. We
found, during the ﬁrst workshop, that forcing participants to do an
intense and unfamiliar creative task right away drove them to question
the relevance of the approach, a perception which sometimes lasted
until the end of the workshop. There were occasions where kooky tasks
made the participants see us more as motivational speakers than
facilitators.
This is not to say that we should eliminate creative exercises from the
workshop, but, instead, that they should be introduced in digestible
chunks.

05 Give Them a Taste of the Whole Shebang
Many public ofﬁcials are accustomed to a governance model that
encourages linear thinking, through the joint identiﬁcation of problem
and solution, followed by a long phase of programme implementation;
the so-called waterfall model. This approach has little quarter for
creativity.
Human centred design differs in that it encourages divergent phases
of problem and solution exploration, including experimentation,
abstraction and uncertainty. Most importantly, there is no clarity on
what the resolution will be until later in the process.
To public ofﬁcials accustomed to structure and hierarchy, design
thinking can feel chaotic and, thus, demotivate engagement in such
an approach. We have found that participants in our workshops, at
least initially, ﬁnd it hard to see its relevance to their day-to-day work.

05 Give Them a Taste of the Whole Shebang
We have found it useful to run a quick exercise early on in the
workshop that gives the participants a taste of the methodology, and
thus of everything to come. Let them go through an entire design cycle
on an unrelated topic and without having to acknowledge the lingo. We
use the gift-giving exercise developed by the d.school at Stanford.
Beware though, this is not a silver bullet, as feedback shows that
participants ﬁnd this exercise to be the most confusing part of the
workshop. But at least it let them experience the highs and lows of the
methodology connected to an unrelated topic and it pays dividends
later because once the participants are exposed to the design
challenge they have an ‘anchor’ amid the ‘chaos’.
After this exercise it is useful to take an example from the sector in
which the participants are working and demonstrate how the
methodology achieved a result with which they are familiar. Another
tactic involves constant ‘signposting’ throughout the workshop. Keep
referring the participants at each stage of the main design exercise
back to the introductory exercise. Help them to use the ‘anchor’ that
you created early on in the workshop.

06 Structure, Structure, Structure!
As most public ofﬁcials are accustomed to structure, a workshop
programme with good structure on paper but following design
principles is easier to digest. Based on our user research we
developed themes and scenarios to help the participants structure
their thoughts. We created these in a way that suggested, but did not
dictate, creative direction. Some participants ignored these and
followed their own research insights which was good to see, while
others augmented our scenarios with insights of their own.
We also prepared facilitation templates for the theme/scenario
interpretation and deﬁne stages to heighten the perception of
structure and order, and to assist the participants as they navigated
the different stages in the methodology. Structure should exist for the
participants that need it and ﬂexibility for those that have the creative
conﬁdence to advance unassisted through the design cycle.
We found that each group relied heavily on its facilitator. Floating
facilitation and self-guided work is possible in follow-up workshops, but
not recommended for participants new to the approach. As groups
should have a maximum of six participants, the initial workshop can be
HR intensive.

07 Rethinking Collaboration
One of the strengths of design thinking lies in its focus on
collaboration across disciplines. But for this to work it requires that
participants are interested in collaborating with people from different
backgrounds. We have found this to be challenging for some public
ofﬁcials, especially if they have been selected to participate rather
than volunteer.
We strongly recommend that participants are able to self-select and,
thus, that the multidisciplinary nature of teams comes a distant second
to public ofﬁcials’ motivation to participate.
If the participants have been pre-selected, one hack is to create roles
in the group, meaning that each member need not put in equal effort at
each phase of the workshop. Public ofﬁcials are usually great at
unpacking assumptions and narrowing down challenges, but
designers may lead more during the ideation and prototyping
sessions.

08 Design for Implementation
Working on issues and priorities that already have political traction
increases the likelihood that the prototypes developed and tested at
the workshop will be implemented. We have found that human centred
design, while different from the traditional approach to problem solving
in the public sector, gives ofﬁcials the creative conﬁdence to initiate
reforms.
Post-workshop facilitation is also critical. This could be through a follow
up workshop with relevant staff in the host agency or institution so that
they embrace the open and iterative approach to public sector reform
and the prototype itself. It could also be through ad hoc support such
as lobbying, grants, mentoring or networking, among others.
It is good to think through what assets and capabilities you have
before the workshop so that you can identify how to support the teams
after the event. As mentioned above, structure is often appreciated by
public servants so if you can codify your support into something similar
to an incubator it will be appreciated.

09 Design for Data Innovation
Pulse Lab Jakarta uses design thinking to uncover data innovation
opportunities as well as to develop new initiatives. A similar exercise
in NTB Province uncovered the fact that midwives are required to
complete over nine data artefacts connected to their work. Clearly form
ﬁlling distracts from delivering services to citizens and communities.
Together with midwives and the Vihara Innovation Network, PLJ
developed and tested a new data collection and management system.
The prototype rationalised the overlapping data collection processes
and helped health clinics to use the data they collect in decisionmaking.
The tool itself is still being reﬁned, but the approach to data innovation
and public sector reform continues to exceed expectations.
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