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ABSTRACT

Design has become an increasingly important asset for cities, as a
crucial practice and problem-solving tool from usability of services
to strategy and branding. This has spurred the need to evaluate and
measure the effectiveness of design-related activities conducted by
the city. However, in this paper we argue that the complexity of the
public sector means that design and its evaluation need to go
beyond quantitative, check-list based measures and towards more
value-based metrics. As design researchers and practitioners
working in the public sector, we draw on our experiences and
perspectives on different approaches to design and their limitations.
We contest the idea of universal design while proposing equity and
inclusiveness in design frameworks as crucial metrics for the public
sector.
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1 Introduction

Design frameworks are increasingly being implemented in the
public sector and policy design. While a decade ago the role of
design was mainly viewed as a problem-solving process [18],
recent studies on the City of Helsinki’s design capabilities
showcase a diversity of design activities [17]. Researchers
identified 23 types of design activities that can be summarised in
six broad clusters, ranging from design of service solutions to
design in strategy and branding. In the very nature of design work,
there is an urge to evaluate, measure success to be able to make
iterations. However, such diversity of design activities lead to
different types of measures [17]. As traditional public
administration models tend to approach problems-solutions in a
reactive way [ 1], measuring results can be reduced to checking the
boxes of solved problems. However, new trends towards human-
centric governance and the complexity of challenges that the public
sector is facing calls for rethinking how we evaluate the role of
design activities undertaken by the city.
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In this paper, we propose re-evaluating design evaluation in the
context of digital public services for migrants and other vulnerable
populations in Finland, through the lens of design researchers and
practitioners working with the City of Espoo. Nordic countries
generally have high levels of trust towards the government and take
pride in well-functioning public services [15]. Finland is also
rapidly moving towards digitalization as shown by initiatives like
Digital Identity reform — a new mobile application which will be
used as a proof of identity using public services [9]. Such a shift
may benefit a large portion of people living in Finland, but it may
exclude some migrant groups [2]. While there are challenges to
overcome in creating digital services for migrants, the urgency to
address them is prominent in strategies set forth by cities. For
example, being the best city for integration is one of the seven
objectives in the City of Espoo’s strategy [4].

The digitalisation of public services governments (at different
scales) has been viewed as not only a cost-effective method of
service delivery but also as a new avenue for inclusion and access
[23]. In the context of Finland, nearly every public service, from
the library to social security to health services has been digitised,
with the same aim of improving inclusion and access. While access
to certain services such as book borrowing in public libraries may
not seem pressing, crises such as the pandemic laid bare the
challenges faced by migrants with limited access to digital public
services [2]. Access to COVID-19 tests, vaccines and other forms
of healthcare have been denied to many migrants due to Finland’s
“strong authentication”, which is a prerequisite to use such services
securely. While the values of security and privacy behind “strong
authentication” are important, creating the same, equal modes of
access for public services disproportionately affects different
populations. It can be argued that in modern cities, digital services
are the interfaces to human rights [6]; and design that does not cater
to inclusive services that move beyond digitalisation are by nature,
exclusionary.

2 Beyond universal design; looking for inclusive
and equitable forms of civic engagement

We can examine different approaches for evaluation of design in

fields such as Human-centred Design (HCD), Universal Design,

Participatory Design (PD), and Design Justice.



The realities of human-centred design in practice is that designers
end up prioritising some groups over others. Designing for people
who have similar experiences creates the risk of primarily creating
services for some dominant groups within the population and many
groups are inevitably excluded [7]. As some groups are excluded
from the creation of services, they tend to use those services less,
and because they’re not considered the target users, their potential
contributions are ignored, and so on (ibid). To address this problem,
tools like user profiling, personas, journey maps or scenarios are
extremely important in HCD.

The tendency to focus on specific groups is not always applicable
in the public sector, as it goes against the idea of developing
services for all city inhabitants [16]. Universal design framework
goes hand in hand with the “design for all” approach used for
design-related activities in the city. In relation to migrant groups,
universalism echoes the ideas behind “de-migrantisation” research
[8] which aims to look past the binary division of city inhabitants
as native citizens vs. migrants. Although the premise of universal
design is to include everyone, we argue that its core principles are
insufficient and can inevitably exclude many groups. Universalist
ideas are based on single-axis evaluation which excludes groups
that are intersectionally disadvantaged in the matrix of domination
[7].

As both user profiling and universal design approaches have their
limitations, it is clear that there is no one design framework that
could highlight the needs of disadvantaged groups while creating a
better life for all city inhabitants. However, there are attempts to
help address the universality vs. specificity value tension by
involving vulnerable groups in the design process.

Participatory Design (PD) methodology has been used for
empowerment of citizens in urban design scenarios. For example,
participatory methodology was used with urban residents to jointly
develop solutions and systems, converting their local communities
into living labs [3]. PD helps promote the role of people beyond
users and participants, but as design partners [11], or co-researchers
[13] which makes it an appropriate method for designing with
vulnerable communities, from children to the elderly to migrants
[2]. PD helps facilitate inclusion of diverse voices, and can be
valuable in developing civic engagement within marginalised
communities [12].

The aim of PD is to be more inclusive and democratic. However,
the participation in workshops (a popular method in PD) itself
requires a level of privilege. The larger the gap in power dynamics
and socio-cultural standing, the greater the number of barriers are
faced in the participation of less privileged participants [20]. Less
privileged participants are defined as those with “disadvantages due
to not having access to material resources, being unable to exercise
their voice, or being discriminated on the basis of their age, sex,
disability, race, ethnicity, or economic and migration status” [20].
For example, practitioners speak of basic infrastructural limitations
such as a lack of public transport as major barriers to truly inclusive
participatory design [21]. We argue that the fast-paced “sprint” like
nature of development projects makes it difficult to build trust and
lasting relationships with communities to develop safe spaces for

PD projects; a necessity in designing inclusive public services for
vulnerable groups. Adopting a participatory design approach
requires engaging diverse stakeholders throughout the lifecycle of
design, creating space, agency, and capacity for participation, and
embracing contested values, dispositions and viewpoints to support
inclusive and equitable outcomes [22].

Design choices can affect the extent to which values, such as trust
or equity, can be ascertained in public service and policy [19].
Designing participatory methods for social equity emphasises how
individual and structural barriers (whether as a result of citizen
initiatives or governmental institutional design) can create
conditions that disproportionately restrict equal engagement and
just outcomes [5].

3 Conclusion: Value-based Design Evaluation

Design for social good and impact is a common theme across public
sector design organisations, but there is little consensus on how
social impact can be defined and what the metrics could be. Current
metrics focus on price, technical quality, customer value, customer
satisfaction, and design participation. While challenging, we argue
that metrics that reflect values such as equity, inclusion, and trust
among others are crucial when designing for migrants and
vulnerable populations. There have been examples of projects that
use more qualitative metrics such as openness and empowerment
[14], which creates space for more equitable solutions in public
service. Drobotowicz’s [2023] work in defining civic
empowerment in the public sector of Finland shows that there is a
desire for practitioners in public service to engage with the values
of transparency, openness, participation, and functionality.
However, in practice this remains a challenge due to several
obstacles from organisational reluctance and tokenism to bias and
lack of representative data.

The aim of designing more inclusive services isn’t to take the
checklist approach and fill out accessibility criteria, but rather adopt
holistic and multi-disciplinary methods of addressing complexity
in public sector design [24]. As framed in Design Justice [7], rather
than a funnel of narrowing design possibilities for achieving
accessibility and inclusion, it’s worth thinking of design for equity
and fairness as a prism which generates a wide range of possible
solutions which better reflect the needs of diverse populations and
contribute to the design of trustworthy public services. While the
tensions between the checklist approach and desire for true
inclusion will continue to exist, there is still much scope to expand
beyond universal design principles and metrics in the realm of
designing for public services.
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