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Abstract

This project explores Public Sector Innovation Labs (PSI Labs) in the Latin 
American context with a particular focus on designer’s contributions. PSI 
Labs provide a fantastic opportunity for governments to experiment and 
innovate how public services are delivered to citizens and improve public 
institutions’ operations. PSI Labs are becoming increasingly visible, but 
research has mainly focused on PSI Labs in Europe and North America. 
Moreover, research has also concentrated on PSI Labs as an institution 
but not so much on the people working in them. This thesis attempts to 
contribute to this growing body of research by studying the particularities of 
operating PSI Labs in Latin America and design/ers contributions in a space 
that, according to some proponents, can play an important role in addressing 
pressing social challenges. By engaging with designers and public servants 
from other disciplines through semi-structured interviews, this thesis 
presents insights and proposes future directions that could strengthen PSI 
Labs structures in Latin America and design contributions. Finally, research 
findings are synthesized in the form of a Giga map that includes the following 
themes: challenges, best practices, ideal conditions, expert design, learning 
opportunities for designers and other public servants, and qualities and 
expertise of people working in PSI Labs.



••

“Research is systematic inquiry, the goal of which is knowledge”

Bruce Archer



••
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“We are scientific and technological revolutionaries, but political 
and institutional conservatives.” 

Charles Leadbeater
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Chronic health problems such as obesity and diabetes, an ageing population, 
climate change, inner-city social problems and crime, long-term unemployment, 
and faltering educational systems are among the most pressing challenges in 
modern economies (Bason, 2010). These ‘wicked’ societal problems are complex 
and open for interpretation, characterized by competing or conflicting options 
for solutions, and which will most likely never be fully solved, abound (Rittel 
& Webber, 1973). Problems in the public sector operate in this intricate space, 
where fresh thinking and bold public leadership play a fundamental role (Bason, 
2010). In this context, governments worldwide have been looking for more 
conscious and systematic approaches to creating innovative solutions to public 
challenges (Bason, 2010). Amongst government efforts, Public Sector Innovation 
(PSI) Labs have become an increasingly visible instrument for changing the 
way public institutions work and engage with citizens. Moreover, PSI Labs can 
also be considered a response to more specific challenges that governments 
face, including, for example, lack of trust from citizens, decrease of direct 
representation, reduced budgets, and concerns about climate change (Bason, 
2016; OECD, 2015)PSI Labs support the need for public sector renewal and for 
making government practices more flexible, agile and responsive (Puttick, 
Baeck, and Colligan, 2014).

Design involvement in Public Sector Innovation Labs

PSI Labs are characterized by their experimental nature and their capacity to 
draw in wider networks of actors and citizens. Typically, design involvement 
in PSI Labs comes in the form of methods for ideation, prototyping (Ferreira 
& Botero, 2020), or as a user-centered creative methodology (Bason, 2016). 
On the other hand, design involvement occurs as part of the Communication 
Department or for Visual Communication purposes in the same unit. However, 
there are examples of design playing a significant role in influencing decision 
making and informing different stages of the innovation process in the public 
sector. 

One example comes from MindLab in Denmark, a cross governmental unit and 
one of the first Public Sector Innovation labs worldwide. Although MindLab 
closed after 16 years of operation, it is widely mentioned in the literature 
(Gerry & Mark, 2016; Junginger, 2016; Lee & Ma, 2020) as a reference of a 
successful organization that worked in partnership with government ministries 
and municipalities. MindLab was a pioneer in new methods of co-design to 

Introduction
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power innovation from within the public sector, and in putting an emphasis 
on design thinking and citizen involvement as enablers of co-creation 
and public sector innovation (Bason, 2010). Co-design refers to collective 
creativity as it is applied across the whole span of a design process (Sanders & 
Stappers, 2008), which in the case of the public sector could include citizens, 
public servants, authorities, among other stakeholders. In the case of design 
thinking, there is no uniformly accepted definition of design thinking, at least 
two interrelated approaches may be pinpointed (Kimbell, 2011). First, design 
thinking can be characterised as the discipline of melding the sensibility 
and methods of a designer with what is technologically feasible to meet 
people’s real-world needs (Brown, 2009; Design Council, 2015)This definition 
highlights the tools and practices of forming teams, running specific design 
projects, powering organisations, and shaping innovative new products or 
services (Bason, 2010). Second, design thinking can be viewed as an ‘attitude’ 
(Boland & Collopy, 2012) or a way of reasoning which is characterized 
by the ability to manage and move between the opposing disciplines of 
analysis, involving rigour and ‘algorithmic’ exploitation on the one hand, 
and synthesis, involving interpretation and exploration of ‘mysteries’ on the 
other (Bason, 2010). Another great example of an organization that led public 
sector innovation efforts comes from the Helsinki Design Lab, which was an 
initiative of the Finnish Innovation Fund, also known as Sitra. Helsinki Design 
Lab (HDL) was one of the first design teams in the world located within the 
national government, and the first to focus exclusively on strategic design 
(Boyer, 2020).

The available literature has paid attention primarily to labs in Europe and 
North America (Ferreira & Botero, 2020) and not in the Latin American context  
where recently labs have been appearing but also closing (Acevedo & Dassen, 
2016; LAAB, 2018; Rodríguez, 2018). Moreover, research about Public Sector 
Innovation Labs have focused mainly on the organizational aspects rather 
than disciplinary contributions inside the units (Ferreira Litowtschenko & 
Berglund, 2019).

This project seeks to contribute to the body of knowledge about the relation 
between public sector innovation and design by studying the disciplinary 
contributions of designers and other disciplines working in Public Sector 
Innovation Labs and to outline the challenges, learning opportunities, 
qualities and expertise of diffuse design and expert designs working in PSI 
Labs. 
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Problem statement

How might design research  enable 
an understanding of  the designer 
role in Latin  American Public 
Sector  Innovation Labs?
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People

Processes

Products

Design research

According to Nigel Cross, a design researcher and educator who has written 
extensively about how designers think and work,  design research concerns 
the development, articulation, and communication of design knowledge. 
More specifically, Cross proposes that design knowledge comes from three 
sources: people, processes and products (Cross, 1999).

Design knowledge that comes from people can be understood from two 
perspectives: from designers and from everyone. (Cross, 1999) frames 
design as a natural human ability and proposes that we should not overlook 
the fact that people are naturally very good at design. For example, when 
creating a route to reach a destination or drawing to explain an idea and 
make it tangible. Therefore, one immediate subject of design research is the 
investigation of the human ability to design. Secondly, design knowledge that 
resides in processes is concerned with the tactics and strategies of designing. 
This second major area of design knowledge is the methodology, which can 
be defined as the study of the processes of design and the development and 
application of techniques which aid the designer. Finally, Cross proposes 
that design knowledge resides also in products themselves: in the forms, 
materials, and finishes which embody design attributes. In this third source 
of design knowledge a strong emphasis is placed in the use of precedents 
or previous examples to design. Cross indicates that the use of exemplars 
happens not because of laziness by the designer but because exemplars 
actually contain knowledge of what a product should be. Exemplars of design 
can be more evident in products, but as this research will show, it can also 
occur by copying methodologies from different contexts which can cause 
problems because of a discrepancy of the context where such methodology is 
trying to be implemented.  

Finally, Cross proposes the following taxonomy of the field of design: 

 Design epistemology: study of designerly ways of knowing
 Design praxiology: study of the practices and processes of design

 Design phenomenology: study of the form and configuration of 
artifacts 

This research will focus on the design praxiology part of this taxonomy by 
studying the practices and processes that designers use when working in 
Public Sector Innovation Labs in the Latin American context. 
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Designer

Considering the multidisciplinary nature of Public Sector Innovation Labs (PSI 
Labs) and the premise that everyone can design, it was necessary to provide a 
definition of what we mean by designer and how we are referring to the other 
disciplines involved in the work done by PSI Labs. 

In “Design, When Everybody Designs”, Ezio Manzini, a design academic and 
author known for his work on design for social innovation and sustainability,  
presents the relation between design and social change and the best way 
to enact such a relation in practice. Manzini introduces a useful distinction 
between expert and diffuse design – Where diffuse design refers to the fact 
that everybody is endowed with the ability to design, expert design refers to 
professional design knowledge. 

The design mode map shows the various ways of putting designing capacity 
into action, of “designing” and “being designers”. For the purpose of this 
research, we will distinguish between design experts and diffuse designers 
(public servants). Design experts are people with a degree, training, or 
experience in a design area (Manzini, 2015) and diffuse designers (public 
servants) are people working in public sector innovation coming from other 
disciplines, for example, sociology, public policy, management, among 
others. 

Finally, as preliminary research showed, PSI Labs usually hire designers as 
external or temporary collaborators for projects. This research is interested 
in designers currently working inside PSI Labs due to time constraints that 
prevent a deeper inquiry of both “external” and “internal” design work. 
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Design mode map by Ezio Manzini

Latin America

The emergence of public sector innovation labs is a worldwide trend that 
originates from various challenges that governments face, for example, lack 
of trust from citizens, decrease of direct representation, reduced budgets, 
and concerns about climate change (Bason, 2016; OECD, 2015). According to 
(Ferreira & Botero, 2020), the available literature has paid attention primarily 
to labs in Europe and North America which differ significantly in legislation 
and public administration realities, leaving an opportunity to understand the 
particularities of the expansion of PSI Labs in the Latin American region. 

Considering the limitations of this project, as well as the opportunity to 
contribute to a deeper understanding of PSI Labs and design work in Latin 
America, this project focused solely on this specific region. However, it is 
important to note that results from this study should not be generalized as it 
is impossible for a research project of this nature to cover the particularities 
of the more than 30 Latin American countries.
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Public Sector Innovation Labs

A Public Sector Innovation Lab is a specific type of innovation space 
characterized by a direct connection with the public sector and created to 
tackle complex public/social problems that more traditional governmental 
structural fail to resolve, in particular, using design to experiment and 
propose innovative public services and policies and at the same time reform 
and change the way government operates (Bason, 2016).

For this research, PSI Labs operating at a national level were considered for 
primary research considering the distinction made by Ferreira and Botero. 
Labs working at a national level suggest a trend in creating a new culture of 
innovation within large governmental bureaucracies.

According to (Bason & Schneider, 2014), most labs acknowledge and make 
use of design in fostering innovation, for example by finding expressions in 
their lexicon such as design thinking, design management, user centered 
design, and so forth. Service design, co-design, and participatory design 
methods also appear as valuable tools for fostering citizen engagement and 
to facilitate decision-making at different levels. 

This research will focus on finding emerging themes related to the variety of 
design approaches that are currently applied in PSI Labs and to understand 
how design is contributing as a driver of innovation. 

Sub questions: 

-Understand the global and Latin American context of Public Sector 
Innovation Labs

-Understand the challenges, processes, qualities, and skills from design 
experts and diffuse designers working in Latin American Public Sector 
Innovation Labs 

-What can public servants and designers working in Public Sector Innovation 
Labs learn from each other to strengthen Public Sector Innovation work? 



(Ferreira & Botero, 2020)
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Public Sector Innovation Labs and the Latin American context

A growing number of people live in a world that is both highly problematic 
and highly connected (Manzini, 2015). At the same time, the spread of Public 
Sector Innovation Labs (PSI Labs) is linked to a range of factors, although 
a central theme within many accounts is that they are a response by 
governments to addressing policy problems of an increasingly ‘complex and 
systemic’ nature (McGann, 2018). According to proponents of PSI labs, these 
problems range from ‘reducing murder rates…and reducing poverty’ (Puttick, 
R., P. Baeck, and P. Colligan, 2014) to ‘addressing daunting challenges such 
as the global financial and economic crisis, increased social stratification, 
demographic change and the rise of health costs’ (Vibeke et al., 2012). 

The rise of PSI Labs is a worldwide trend but each region where they have 
been implemented confronts different challenges related to the operation 
and sustainability of these organizations. In Latin America, PSI Labs have 
been appearing but also closing (Acevedo & Dassen, 2016; LAAB, 2018; 
Rodríguez, E., 2018) and research has shown that PSI Labs have to juggle 
with tensions about budgetary constraints, the need to weave networks 
of regional labs to collaborate, and finally the need to align their agendas 
to those of other institutions, while being accountable to different levels 
of society (Ferreira & Botero, 2020). PSI Labs can bring a shift toward more 
decentralized and networked ways of governing (Pollitt & Hupe, 2011), 
which is especially important in regions such as Latin America where public 
institutions can suffer from high levels of corruption, lack of resources, and 
being too conservative in the way they operate (Zurbriggen, 2011). 

Design, the designer, and Public Sector Innovation Labs

Design is increasingly playing a significant role in PSI Labs as a way to reframe 
policy processes and to change more traditional participatory approaches 
(Bason, 2016; Blomkamp, 2018; Design Council, 2015; Kimbell, 2015). Due 
to the complex nature of problems in the public sector, governments have 
begun experimenting with design-led approaches, in particular ‘design 
thinking’. Design thinking is increasingly being looked to by organisations 
who have a need to broaden their repertoire of strategies for addressing 
open-ended and complex challenges (Dorst, 2011). However, despite its 
growing popularity, there has not been much critical investigation into the  

Justification
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impact of design thinking on policy making (Clarke & Craft, 2019). Moreover, 
design researchers that are investigating the impact of design in PSI Labs 
have not been explicit about the different roles and relationships of design 
and policy which seems to have gone all but unnoticed (Junginger, 2016). In 
this context, researching about the role of design in the growing field of public 
sector innovation, signifies an opportunity to build legitimacy (Komatsu et 
al., 2021) for the design discipline and designers working in a historically 
traditional space such as public administration or government. 

Building a methodological approach to understand the designer’s role in 
PSI Labs 

In order to understand the landscape of Public Sector Innovation from a 
design perspective, this research included a methodological approach that 
placed emphasis on the people working in PSI Labs. Considering the problem 
space, the people involved in it, and the aim at contributing to design and 
its relation to PSI, the theory of expert and diffuse design developed by Ezio 
Manzini was used to provide the lens for this research. In Ezio Manzini’s book: 
“Design, When Everybody Designs”, Manzini presents the relation between 
design and social change and the best way to enact such a relation in 
practice. Manzini introduces a useful distinction between diffuse and expert 
design – diffuse design refers to the fact that everybody is endowed with the 
ability to design, expert design to professional design knowledge (Escobar, 
2018). 

For this project, we will refer to expert designers to those with professional 
design knowledge acquired through practical experience or academic 
credentials. The diffuse designers category corresponds to public servants 
and other professionals involved in PSI Labs. 

The overarching question of this project involves carrying out a Design 
Research process that can facilitate an understanding of what it means 
to be a designer in PSI Labs. Design Research is a novel field compared to 
other disciplines (Cross, 1999), and it has been defined as the development, 
articulation and communication of design knowledge (Cross, 1999), or 
research to inform and inspire the design and development process (Sanders 
& Stappers, 2008).  
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Furthermore, it is possible to outline different aspects of design activity. 
The first one is research that produces better conceptual and operational 
tools for designing; this is called research for design, whereas research that 
helps to understand the nature of design itself is called research on design. 
Conversely, research that adopts original methods, using tools and skills 
proper to designer culture and practice is referred as research through design 
(Manzini, 2015). 

Based on these premises, the methodological approach covers each aspect of 
design research by applying research and designerly methods for collecting 
data, engaging with experts, and to visualize findings in the form of a giga 
map1. The table on the right shows the methods and their corresponding 
design activity that informed the methodological approach for the project:

The complexity of public sector problems require a clear definition of each 
discipline involved in PSI Labs to provide ideas and solutions that can assist 
governments in serving people. Particularly, for a designer’s role in public 
sector innovation, a clear definition is necessary  as the design discipline 
has numerous interpretations and its contributions can be misunderstood. 
For example, literature on policy-making processes and policy design have 
been treating design almost exclusively as an isolated, in-itself-closed 
activity which is part of a larger problem-solving effort (Junginger, 2016). 
This research aims at providing an overview of the designer’s role in PSI 
Labs to understand particularities, opportunities and challenges in public 
sector innovation. Moreover, this project aims at laying the foundation for 
future work that can potentiate the possibilities of designers to have stronger 
contributions and decision-making influence in PSI Labs.

1 A giga-map is super extensive mapping across multiple layers and scales and helps to 
investigate relations between seemingly separated categories (Sevaldson, 2011).
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The table shows an overview of the methodological approach of this project
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Engaging with Latin American Public Sector Innovation Labs

Public innovation labs have been relatively unstudied from an academic 
perspective, with the exception of recent doctoral studies in anthropology 
(Christiansen & Bunt, 2012), design (Malmberg, 2017; Vink et al., 2018; Whicher 
& Walters, 2017), and design management (Bason, 2016). For this project, 
three Public Sector Innovation Labs located in Latin America were engaged:: 
Laboratorio de Gobierno in Chile, 011 Lab and Gnova Lab in Brazil. Below, a 
brief description of each lab is presented: 

Laboratorio de Gobierno 
According to their website, El Laboratorio de Gobierno is an agency under the 
Ministry General Secretariat of the Presidency, which seeks to accelerate the 
transformation of public services. Using collaborative design methodologies, 
it promotes the development and implementation of evidence-based 
solutions to improve public services and the adoption of innovative practices 
in institutions, with a multidisciplinary and people-centered approach. 
Laboratorio de Gobierno provides three services: Agile Consulting, the Public 
Innovators Network and the Public Innovation Index, and they seek the 
implementation of sustainable capacities in Chile, which enable better public 
services for citizens.

011 Lab
According to the 011 Lab website, 011.lab is a government innovation 
laboratory of the São Paulo Municipal Secretariat for Innovation and 
Technology. It was born in 2017 as a strategy to bring public management 
closer to people, increase the efficiency of municipal administration and the 
quality of public services. The laboratory’s actions seek to bring together and 
build solutions to complex problems of public interest with civil servants, 
citizens and actors in the innovation ecosystem. To this end, 011.lab 
works on three fronts: designing and improving public services, mobilizing 
communities of practice in public innovation and developing capacities to 
innovate. 
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GNova Lab

According to the GNova Lab website, GNova is the Brazilian federal 
government’s pioneering innovation laboratory. It was born in August 
2016 as a result of a partnership between the National School of Public 
Administration (Enap), the Ministry of Planning, Development and 
Management (MP) and the Danish government to create a space aimed at 
developing solutions with less bureaucracy and more efficiency for public 
services. Located at Enap, the Lab has worked since then to transform the 
way the State relates to society, refocusing on people and their needs. The 
Lab sees innovation as a systemic and transformative practice in the public 
sector and they embrace values such as collaboration, proactivity, openness 
to risk, networking, simplification, efficiency, empathy, focus on people, 
experimentation, and generation of public value. 

The contributions from people working in each lab allowed for an 
understanding of the nuances of developing projects in the context of public 
sector innovation. Additionally, it provided insights about the work of expert 
designers and diffuse designers, the results of which are visualized in a 
giga map that serves multiple purposes such as: initiating deeper research 
on certain themes, sparking conversations about PSI Labs and the people 
working in them, among others.
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Data collection for this project occurred in two phases. The first phase, 
a literature review that covered Public Sector Innovation (PSI), PSI Labs, 
and the involvement of design (and designers) in Public Sector Innovation. 
The second phase was about engaging with expert designers and diffuse 
designers (public servants) working in Public Sector Innovation Labs to 
understand their challenges, processes, qualities, and skills. Considering that 
PSI Labs operate in multiple regions worldwide, this research was narrowed 
in scope in considering engagement with PSI Labs. In this case, the focus was 
on the Latin American region, as the available literature has focused primarily 
on Labs in Europe and North America (Ferreira & Botero, 2020) which is 
incongruent with the appearance of multiple PSI Labs in the Latin American 
region. Given that these organizations bring a wide range of advantages in 
the way the government operates, it is necessary to study the characteristics 
of PSI Labs in the Latin American context and the role that designers play 
in these organizations to contribute to design practice and public sector 
innovation. 

 
Research scope

As part of this research, semi-structured interviews were utilized as tools to 
collect insights from designers and public servants working in Public Sector 
Innovation Labs. Due to the time frame of this research, a deeper inquiry 
about designers’ practice will not be possible (i.e, engaging with more PSI 
Labs, academic experts, and a longer immersive process in PSI Labs work). 

Finally, restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic limited the scope of 
this research significantly. During the data collection phase, the majority 
of participants presented difficulties to engage in the interviews and 
workshops. In the future, it is expected that this research can continue as 
many opportunities for further engagement and investigation were identified. 

Limitations
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A metaphor for disciplinary parallax: the different perceptual lenses embody biases and allow for understanding different phenomena 
of ecosystem behavior which, if interpolated, can then lead to a better understanding of the real ecosystem behavior. The real behavior 
tends to lie beyond what an individual discipline is capable of perceiving.  

Banny Banerjee



••

“We can’t predict for certain what effect an intervention might have on the 
relationships, depth, and dynamics of the system. But perhaps we can create 
conditions that influence the system’s disposition, making it more likely that 
it will grow toward a desirable state and less likely that it will move toward 
something worse.”

Marc Rettig 



••
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The research was organized into three different parts: first, a literature review 
to understand the current Public Sector Innovation Labs landscape with a 
particular focus on the people working in the Labs. Second, semi-structured 
interviews with professionals working in Public Sector Innovation Labs were 
carried out in order to gain a deeper understanding of the topic as well as a 
more narrowed focus for this project. Finally, the data was analyzed to reveal 
patterns or recurrent themes, and then synthesized into giga maps that 
present a comprehensive landscape of the challenges, learning opportunities, 
qualities and expertise from both design experts and diffuse designers 
working in Public Sector Innovation Labs.

The project followed a methodological approach based on the Herron Design 
Process Model which consists of seven steps: Understand, Define, Ideate, 
Prototype, Evaluate, Plan, and Act. The project focused on the Understand 
and Define stages that focus on understanding fuzzy situations through 
an exploration and definition of future inquiries of the problem space. This 
process model served as a frame of reference for the different stages that an 
investigation could follow and should not be seen as a fixed series of steps to 
achieve the project’s goal.

Moreover, the rationale for selecting the research methods was based on 
the logic of divergent and convergent thinking. Divergent thinking is the non 
evaluative generation of information from a given source with an emphasis on 
variety (Roe, 1963). Whereas convergent thinking focuses on evaluating ideas 
with a given criteria (Basadur, 2003). Indianapolis based service design firm 
Collabo Creative’s Modes of Inquiry model served as an appropriate reference 
of the types of methods that can be used in the different moments of an 
inquiry process. For example, on an “Exploratory” moment, methods such 
as ethnographic observations or interviews can help to dig deeper into the 
problem space by collecting evidence or lived experiences from individuals. 
On the other hand, “Sensemaking’’ could rely more on methods such as 
diagramming and mapping as a way of creating a plausible understanding 
of a system. This project did not cover any “Envisioning” and “Evaluative” 
methods, however, results from this research aim to serve as a starting 
point for imagining a desired state and assessment of outcomes through 
envisioning and evaluative methods.

Overview
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The Herron Design Process Model and the Collabo’s Creative Modes of Inquiry. 



38

The main source of primary research was collected via semi-structured 
interviews. This research method served to collect work experiences, reflections 
of practice in Public Sector Innovation Labs, and recommendations given by 
first-hand practitioners. A detailed description of the themes that were covered 
is outlined below: 

Public Sector Innovation Labs structure and meaning of public sector 
innovation 

This theme aimed at unveiling the characteristics about Public Sector 
Innovation Labs operations and organizational structures. Moreover, it allowed 
participants to reflect about what it means to develop projects in the public 
sphere and the role of PSI Labs as part of the government system. 

Public Sector Innovation projects process 

This theme was concerned with understanding the different stages involved 
in achieving what, according to the participants, is Public Sector Innovation. 
Discussions around this theme prompted participants to explain the process 
used by their respective PSI Lab. Finally, this theme also covered where design 
experts and diffuse designers (public servants) contribute or which stage is led 
by one or the other. 

Qualities and expertise 

This theme covered the contributions from both design experts and diffuse 
designers in PSI Labs work with more detail. The goal was to get a better 
understanding of the skills and experience of each role in the context of 
developing innovative projects in the public sphere.

 
 
 
 
 

Data Collection
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8 interviews

•Laboratorio de Gobierno 
2 interviews with diffuse designers, 
1 with an expert designer,
1 with a key informant)

•Gnova 
1 diffuse designer

•011 
1 interview with 2 expert designers

 
 
 

Challenges
 
This theme covered the paint points of operating and working in a Public Sector 
Innovation Lab in the Latin American context. This theme was important as 
public administration realities differ significantly from similar organizations 
working in the PSI field (Ferreira & Botero, 2020). Finally, although the 
question prioritized challenges, it also allowed for participants to reflect about 
opportunities to overcome such challenges in the future. 

 
Learning opportunities
 
Finally, this theme aimed at making expert and diffuse designers reflect on 
their strongest and weakest points when working in PSI Labs. This section of 
the interview collected recommendations from both sides to strengthen each 
other’s contributions when engaging in PSI Labs work. 
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Sensemaking

Sensemaking involves coming up with a plausible understanding—a map—of a 
shifting world; testing this map with others through data collection, action, and 
conversation; and then refining, or abandoning, the map depending on how 
credible it is (Ancona, 2012). For this project, the sensemaking process involved 
different cycles of data analysis to integrate the experiences and thoughts from 
the interviewees based on a grounded theory framework. 

A grounded theory framework is appropriate when little is known about a 
phenomenon, the aim being to produce or construct an explanatory theory 
(Chun Tie et al., 2019). In order to accomplish this, a thematic analysis of the 
transcripts and video recording of the interviews was conducted. The thematic 
analysis process allowed to categorize and cluster information based on 
common aspects presented in data. Thematic Analysis is a type of qualitative 
analysis. It is used to analyse classifications and present themes (patterns) that 
relate to the data. It illustrates the data in great detail and deals with diverse 
subjects via interpretations (Boyatzis, 1998). In other words, each statement 
or idea contributes towards understanding the issues, which leads to an 
appreciation of the whole picture. The graphic below shows an overview of the 
steps that facilitated an understanding of data.

Initial coding 

The first step for analysis occurred through an initial coding of the transcripts 
and recordings of each interview. A code in qualitative inquiry is most often a 
word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-
capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual 
data (Saldaña, 2009). Coding allows researchers to review the whole of the 
data by identifying its most significant meaning or to put it simply what is the 
data trying to say or tell us (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2009). The initial 
analysis gave a total of 65 codes, however, as more iterations were carried out, 
the number of codes decreased as some were grouped due to their topic affinity 
(Kolko, 2011).
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Thematic analysis process from initial coding to coming up with a conclusion of 
the studied problem space (Corley and Gioia, 2004) (Saldaña, 2009).
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Second-order coding

The next stage of coding involved an assessment of all codes through network 
graphs analysis to look for connections between data. The themes from the 
interview protocol served as the main axis while looking for relations with 
the codes from the first analysis. For example, the “Qualities and Expertise” 
theme had sub-categories that involved methodology, processes, cultural 
issues, etc. The process of second-order coding allowed to dig deeper into 
the specific aspects of each theme, as well as to allow a “discovery” of new 
considerations for the study. This process of interpretation allowed to build a 
better understanding of the topic and created an initial path for actionable data 
which will be covered in next sections.

The initial coding of the interviews involved a careful analysis of interview transcripts, 
audio and video recordings.
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The network analysis allowed for a deeper understanding of data patterns and to 
find meaningful connections amongst themes.
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Visualizing complexity through giga-mapping 

After careful analysis of the emerging themes, findings and insights were 
organized into a giga-map. A giga-map is super extensive mapping across 
multiple layers and scales and helps to investigate relations between 
seemingly separated categories (Sevaldson, 2011). Giga-mapping is a 
designerly method to visualize complex systems and to provide an actionable 
tool for analysis and communication, dig deeper on a topic, or for design 
interventions on certain sections of a system or problem space. For this 
project, giga-mapping served well both for further data analysis and 
interpretation as well as providing a result that embraced how complex the 
problem space is. 

The process for giga-mapping is not fixed but some decisions were key in 
order to come up with a valuable solution. 

First, it was critical to externalize all the information from the previous 
analysis. More specifically, every code, quote, interpretation, or data point 
was displayed on whiteboards so that it was easier to start looking for 
relations and clusters. 

The next step involved coming up with a framework for data clustering, to 
map relationships between categories, and to visualize findings after data 
analysis. Based on the grounded theory approach carried out in previous 
stages, six main categories were identified: challenges, ideal conditions, 
diffuse-designer, expert-designer, learn from diffuse-designers, and learn 
from expert-designers. The inner section of the map is used to show more 
of the raw data such as quotes from participants and findings that are key 
to understanding the research topic. The outer sections of the map focuses 
more on showing insights, recommendations, future inquiry possibilities, and 
research conclusions. The framework is also organized in such a way that the 
six main categories face each other showing the relationships and similarities 
of opposite sides in the problem space, for example, a ‘challenge’ in PSI Labs 
that has to do with ‘government influence’ could be related with an ideal 
condition such as ‘political willingness’ (on the right-side) that facilitates the 
implementation of projects and operation of PSI Labs.  

The graphic below shows an overview of the framework before explaining 
different sections with more detail. 
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Description here

1. Challenges: This section focuses mainly on the difficulties that exist 
to operate Public Sector Innovation labs due to the public administration 
conservative nature, lack of resources, or government influence. The 
challenges section also focuses on showing some of the barriers that expert 
and diffuse designers face in PSI Labs.

2. Best Practices: This section provides recommendations to improve PSI 
Labs and expert and diffuse designers work mainly focusing on the process of 
a project or innovation initiative. 

3. Ideal Conditions: This area of the map focuses on showing the thoughts 
and recommendations from interviewed participants about an ideal scenario 
for PSI Labs.

4 & 5. Expert Design and Learn from Expert Designers: This section shows 
some of the characteristics and main contributions from expert designers 
while the next section focuses on aspects that could be learned from diffuse 
designers working in PSI Labs. 

6. Qualities and Expertise: This area of the map includes a series of 
recommendations based on quadrants 5 and 7. This section can inform PSI 
Labs disciplinary composition or allow reflection about what qualities should 
be developed. 

7 & 8. Diffuse Design and Learn from Diffuse Designers: These sections 
show some of the characteristics and main contributions from diffuse 
designers and aspects that could be learned from expert designers working in 
PSI Labs. 



••

“Most people aren’t trained to want to face the process of re-understanding 
a subject they already know. One must obtain not just literacy, but deep 
involvement and re-understanding.”

Charles Eames



••

03

Results



The map is accesible through  
the following link or QR code:

https://bit.ly/3rTAE9C
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Building legitimacy as a challenge for a PSI Lab

During interviews, participants indicated that a majority of their work 
involves building what they referred to as ‘legitimacy’ of PSI’s work. 
The organizational structures of the Public Sector involves a significant 
challenge when trying to insert an ‘experimental’ mindset into public 
servants. More specifically, an experimental mindset can relate to embracing 
mistakes as part of a learning process that can significantly contribute to 
the development of public services. Moreover,  data analysis shows that a 
major barrier for public sector innovation is related to fostering a culture 
that accepts mistakes as part of the innovation process - especially when 
public servants are not supposed to make mistakes in their daily work. 
Building legitimacy in public sector innovation labs is undoubtedly a major 
challenge that has to be addressed and further research on best practices 
about the topic are necessary. Previous experience of highly recognized 
PSI Labs show that failing to prove the importance of their work can signify 
the end of the Lab. For example, in 2013, two government innovation labs 
ended their programs: HelsinkiDesign Lab (Finland 2009–2013) and Design.
gov (Australia 2011–2013). According to Christian Bason, who led Mindlab5 
(Denmark) from 2007 to 2014, the inability to prove the impact of these labs 
together with the difficulties that designers faced when dealing with the 
dominant organizational cultures inherent to the public sector were the 
lab’s biggest threats (Bason, 2016). Bason also explains that labs “promote 
experimentation and uncertainty within a culture that is increasingly biased 
toward knowledge and predictability.”
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Lessons from diffuse designers working in Public Sector Innovation Labs

During the interview, participants mentioned several aspects that design 
experts can learn from diffuse designers (public servants) working in a 
PSI Lab. One of the main insights involves learning how the public service 
works and what it means to be a public servant. Participants emphasized 
how challenging it can be for someone to work in the public sector without 
understanding the incentives and the metrics of success that are imposed 
in public institutions. Although it is critical for design experts to learn about 
public sector procedures and organizational structure, it can also be an 
opportunity for design experts to foster new metrics of success in public 
institutions. Moreover, design experts have the opportunity to lead the 
flexibilization of public procedures by introducing new innovative processes 
following technological change combined with managerial ideas, but also 
fostering “citizen-centric governance” (Tõnurist et al., 2017).
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Design experts and their relationship with PSI Labs

Perhaps the most contradictory finding about design experts involved in PSI 
Labs is that although they can be critical for the development of a successful 
initiative, they sometimes struggle to find a permanent place or leadership 
role in public institutions. According to this research, the causes for not 
having enough design experts in PSI Labs is caused by government influence 
and lack of funding which forces some Labs to look for external agencies 
that bring a design perspective to the process. Moreover, a subsequent area 
of study can focus on how disciplinary ownership can be an impediment for 
design experts to be involved in public sector innovation work. As design 
is a multidisciplinary field that could play a role in multiple stages of a 
process, and considering the traditional structures of public institutions in 
Latin America, it can be important to further explore how these tensions 
are negotiated and to what extent design experts should be involved. For 
example, according to (Bason & Schneider, 2014)design may be viewed 
as an important driver of innovation, but it does not automatically lead 
to innovation; the ‘innovation’ label should be reserved for designs that 
ultimately generate value. Moreover, they argue that although the process 
of ideating, developing concepts and orchestrating prototyping may be the 
domain of designers, long-term organizational change is not, so other people 
and other professions need to step in. 

On the other hand, findings in this section unveiled that facilitation and 
visual communication are a critical part of design experts work. According 
to the interviewed participants, the opportunities for design experts to lead 
facilitation spaces usually happens at the beginning of a project where the 
goal is to gather information that can allow teams to move forward with a 
people-centered perspective. In fact, design facilitation is an emerging role 
for designers that has partly been born from designers working in public 
sector organisations that are under pressure to respond to both community 
and stakeholder needs as well as to deliver on government policy (Body et al., 
2010).   
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If facilitation is playing such an important role in PSI Labs, it is critical that 
both design experts and diffuse designers acknowledge the importance 
of getting the appropriate skills and experience in this area. A future 
area of research could focus on understanding why design experts bring 
a different perspective in terms of ‘facilitating’ processes. Body, Terrey 
and Tergas, practitioners at Think Place, a strategic design consultancy 
in Australia, contrast design facilitation and generalist facilitation. They 
describe generalist facilitators as being focused on engaging in a highly 
structured series of predefined steps with the objective of arriving at a result 
that is “created, understood and accepted by all participants,” and design 
facilitators as possessing the driving force necessary to iteratively develop 
and produce a designed outcome, with a heavy emphasis on making, and 
using a design thinking approach that is heavily influenced by observing 
specific groups of potential users or audience members as they interact with 
what has been made. 

Design experts that develop design facilitation and visual communication 
skills, have a higher chance to reach the community, government officials, 
and public servants involved in public sector innovation.
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Qualities and expertise to engage in PSI Labs work

A main component of this research focused on understanding what 
characterizes the people working in the complex space of public sector 
innovation. For that, both design experts and diffuse designers (public 
servants) were asked what are the qualities and experience required to 
engage in this type of work. The main themes that appeared during data 
analysis were related to being open and adaptable to the variability of 
projects and people working in PSI Labs, the importance of collaboration 
with citizens and public servants, and openness to experimentation and 
failure as part of the process. 

Further work could concentrate on how labs can keep promoting 
experimentation as a way to redefine the public policy process, especially in a 
context that could benefit from changing its public administration traditional 
structures to an ‘experimental development of public policies’. Experimental 
development of public policies in PSI labs address new processes to policy 
making, thereby contributing to redefine the problems and seeking for more 
citizen- centred solutions through making the process more participatory 
(McGann, 2018). Moreover, labs contribute to introducing the idea about 
failure as a possibility in the policy arena through trial and error processes 
(Ferreira & Botero, 2020). By promoting the idea that policies (like products 
and services) can be prototyped and piloted (Kimbell, 2015; Villa Alvarez et 
al., 2020) the labs propose that experiments can be done without major risks 
on investment.
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Diffuse designers and their relationship with PSI Labs

For diffuse designers (ie, public servants), findings are related to the 
importance of secondary research and public servants’ relation with design 
tools, methods, and processes. An important point of discussion during 
interviews focused on how diffuse designers develop design skills to work 
in Public Sector Innovation Labs. Although this development of design 
capacities in PSI Labs is important to foster aspects such as experimentation 
in the development of public policies, it also raises a concern about the 
appropriate use of such capacities. For example, the use of design toolkits 
such as The Human Centered Design Toolkit by IDEO, which are widely 
available today, can create significant problems as they can be applied 
without an appropriate understanding of a tool, a method, or by following 
a process without clear goals and rationale. By promoting the use of such 
toolkits design experts also struggle to build legitimacy and to show their 
value in public sector innovation labs which could result in less design 
experts working for labs. Toolkits oversimplify design processes and diminish 
the field to certain tools or “creative ways” to solve problems (Mattern, 2020). 
Moreover, the use of toolkits in such a complicated space as the public sector, 
seems contradictory as the systemic nature of the public sector’s problem 
could make them never be fully solved.  Simply put, design can do better 
than toolkits. Acknowledging that PSI Labs work could, in many cases, be 
only the beginning of a long-term effort to contribute to create a better world 
seems logical but also difficult to achieve in a place where political influence, 
lack of resources, and pressure for “results” dominate. A future area of work 
could concentrate on understanding how public servants’ design capacities 
are developed and how that affects the design experts working in PSI Labs. 
Additionally, to understand to what extent a design perspective is required in 
public sector innovation and if it positively impacts organizations or not.
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The ideal scenario for PSI Labs in Latin America

One of the main motivations for this research was to explore the landscape 
of PSI Labs in the Latin American context where initiatives, such as PSI Labs, 
have appeared as part of efforts for the flexibilization of public procedures 
or promoted under the concept of ‘good governance’. In addition, public 
administration in Latin America has also been influenced by complex 
processes such as struggles in the 1990s to respond to economic crises by 
trying to decentralize government structures, and in places by efforts to 
democratize after periods of dictatorship in the 1980s (Zurbriggen, 2011). 
In that context, participatory approaches constituted attempts to regain 
citizens’ trust (e.g. participatory budget; (Goldfrank, 2011)). These and many 
other interlocking issues present a panorama in which the promises of 
flexibilization of procedures, citizen engagement and experimental policy 
making, emphasized in the lab phenomena, manifest particular challenges in 
the region (Ferreira & Botero, 2020).

Considering this context, it was possible to outline themes related to the ideal 
landscape for PSI Labs in the Latin American region. The first is related to 
step away from ‘innovation’ as an undefined or buzzword and acknowledge 
that ‘innovation’ in the public sector can sometimes deal with less ‘complex’ 
issues before jumping to more transformational work. For example, 
participants mentioned that project delivery is critical to build legitimacy for 
PSI Labs, and that dealing with goals that are achievable in the short term 
can help strengthen project implementation capacities and organizational 
culture to deal with more complex issues. The last is important as it shows 
that PSI Labs have a strong focus on changing how public administration 
works as well as how the people inside the Labs work. Previous research 
in this topic unveiled that the Lab’s aim is to transform or change public 
administration in a way or the other through or with technology while trying 
to improve people’s life (Ferreira & Botero, 2020).
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Another important topic had to do with promoting a people-centered 
approach to public institutions so that citizens can be more involved in the 
process of policy making or public services delivery. To that purpose and as 
their general methodology, the PSI labs in Latin America employ co-creation 
methods (Ramírez-Alujas, 2016; Zurbriggen & Lago, 2015) that are mainly 
represented in a strong design-led approach (Acevedo & Dassen, 2016), 
thereby introducing to public administration experimental creative methods 
led by design, including design thinking (Cejudo et al., 2016). An important 
insight from participants was that people-centeredness in PSI Labs also 
involves the public servants (diffuse designers) and that approaching this 
audience is quite different from engaging with citizens through workshops 
or during data collection. Future research could focus on developing or 
understanding mechanisms to reach the different stakeholders involved in 
such a complex system of public sector innovation. For example, according 
to (Acevedo & Dassen, 2016)Labs in Latin America are confronted by more 
actors (government, external funders, development cooperations) who 
expect the labs to offer rigor and precision to the experimental approaches 
and who repeatedly suggests the introduction of resources such as big data 
or behavioral insights pilots as routes to follow. 

Due to the limitations of this research, these recommendations will 
require further validation through engagement with more PSI Labs and 
people working in them. However, one of the main findings is related to 
the importance of introducing design as part of the general framework of 
competencies for public servants. Further work could focus on gathering 
evidence during longer periods of time that can support this statement, 
especially as one of the obstacles identified to pursue change in policymaking 
is tied to lack of support from authorities in public administration, something 
that can hinder the implementation of solutions or pilots designed by the labs 
(Acevedo & Dassen, 2016).
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“To design is to devise courses of action aimed at changing existing 
situations into preferred ones.”

Herbert Simon 



••

04

Conclusions
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Although this research is limited in the engagement with PSI Labs and the 
people working in them, it has shown the complex interactions between 
Labs, public administrators, external stakeholders, and the people they 
serve. The results of this project are nothing more than a starting point for 
deeper inquiries about the challenges, disciplinary constraints, and the role 
of designers in a space that can certainly contribute to creating a better 
public life. 

The findings, which are visualized in the form of a gigamap, also serve as 
the groundwork to think about possible ways of mitigating the identified 
problems both in terms of PSI Labs as an organization and about the 
role that designers can play in them. According to the Transition Design 
proponents, one way of approaching this challenge is through ecologies of 
interventions, which involves shifting from a dominant paradigm that calls 
for quick, decisive actions that yields quick, profitable results. For example, 
one major challenge that PSI Labs face has to do with their constant battle 
to build legitimacy of their work to the government. On the other side, 
the government has to deal with multiple forces that come into play when 
deciding what is ‘of value’, i.e., political convenience, budget, unexpected 
crises such as COVID-19, among others. Consequently, it is impossible to think 
that there is only ‘one way’ to build legitimacy, but instead, we should think 
about multiple interventions, in perhaps, long periods of time. 

Finally, this research shows that designers fill an important gap in Public 
Sector Innovation Labs, especially when it comes to experimenting and 
changing the mindset of an environment that is prone to be influenced by 
the conservative nature of the public sector. However, this work has also 
allowed for an important reflection about the limitations and opportunities 
for improvement from designers. For example, strengthening secondary 
research skills and learning how the public sector operates. Based on this 
research, an essential recommendation for designers is that building a good 
understanding and capacity to step in a complex environment such as the 
public sector, is equally important as bringing our point of view to Labs. 
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