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The  Big Ideas 
What should we 

consider when buying 
design research?  

How can we be sure 
we’re getting the good 

stuff and creating 
better outcomes?
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Design research

What role is design research 
playing in your work currently? 



The Essentials 
What is design research 
anyway?  
How is it different from other 
research? 
Why does it matter?
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The Social Innovation Process



The Social Innovation Process

What are the key stages? 





Innovation  
is testing  
assumptions

Frame 
Assumptions

Test  
Assumptions

In the office

Out of the office
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Design research

How would you define it? 
What makes it different? 

Discuss  
as a table



Design research

Research for an  
actionable purpose 
usually to design or develop a 
better solution, system or 
way of working



1. Mixed methods tailored to the question and 
context 

2. Deep research to understand the hows and 
whys; built to test assumptions 

3. Extremes learning from positive deviance 
4. Person and system centred to explore 

conditions, tensions and relationships 
5. Generative engages people in co-creating 

and co-imagining alternatives

5 key features of design research 



Discovery

Design

Decision 
making

Bringing expertise 
and life expertise 
into the room

In room 
prototyping 
& isolated testing

Held by 
professional team 

Interviews and 
ethnography

In and out of room 
testing & 
prototyping 

Held by 
professional team 

Peer researchers 
and designers 

In and out of room 
testing & 
prototyping 

Shared between 
users and 
professionals

Participatory levels of design research

Mostly in 
Design Thinking

In and out 
Human-Centred 

Design 

Mostly out 
Participatory 

Design  



Mostly in 
Design Thinking

In and out 
Human-Centred 

Design 

Mostly out 
Participatory 

Design  

Benefits: 
• Low cost 
• Fast and 

efficient 

Limitations: 
• Based on a lot of 

assumptions 
• Limited to in 

room knowledge 
• Hard to get buy 

in from users

Benefits: 
• Moderate cost 
• User perspective 
• Tests 

assumptions 
• More control for  

professionals 

Limitations: 
• Power imbalance 

- still held by 
professionals 

• ‘Over consulted’

Benefits: 
• Genuine 

collaboration 
• Capacity building 
• Truer expression of 

community voice 
• Rigorous 

assumption 
testing 

Limitations: 
• Time and money 

intensive

Participatory levels of design research



Design research

Which of these have  
you used before? 
Which are most relevant 
to a current or future  
project? Why? Discuss  

in pairs



Outputs

What are some products  
that can come out of design  
research work? 

Shout  
out
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Stories from 
the Community
A closer look at the lives of the people 
who we met
The personas on display capture the stories, experiences 
and views of community members we’ve met and worked 
with. The quotes are real. The personas are representative 
of many people with similar experiences.

Strengths: 
• Intelligent and thoughtful 
• Strong family support and values 
• Willing to work hard

Finding my 
place
Searching for success, 
Navigating systems

Santino, 17 y/o man

Challenges: 
• Lack of agency, and lacking an 

advocate 
• Experiences of bullying and racism; 

feeling excluded 
• Lack of support from school and 

disillusioned with other services

Length of time in Aus Approach to challenges 

0 yrs 20+ yrs Passive AdamantNegotiating10 yrs

Connections with broader community 

None Numerous

Experience of trauma 

ExtensiveNone

“My advice would be ‘walk 
away’ if you get into a fight at 

school”

“I got a letter telling me I was expelled, 
so I just never went to school again”

“I'll always support my 
family. I'll only leave home 
when I can support myself 

and support my family”

Santino’s Story: 

Santino is the youngest son of 6 children. He moved to 
Australia when he was 3 years old and lives at home with his 
mum, grandmother and a couple of his siblings. His dad 
passed away back in Africa. 

High school was tough for Santino, not because the school 
work was hard, but because he got into fights with some of 
the other kids. Some other boys called him a monkey at 
school: ‘and there is only so much you can take’. Santino 
hasn’t been sure how to find a job since he got expelled 
from school over a year ago, his mum tells him “This 
wouldn’t have happened if you listened to me”. He doesn’t 
know where to begin and his contact at the employment 
agency has been unreliable. He is not sure who to ask for 
help or what he could do, but he knows he wants to get a 
job in construction so he can help support his family. 

Santino is looking for direction and trying to keep out of 
trouble. He feels like he is at a turning point in his life, and is 
looking for help to keep him on track.

Personas 
Stories, incentives and motivations behind cohorts  
of people driving change or experiencing challenges



Insights 
Summative 
statements 
drawn from 
design research 
that explain how 
and why a 
phenomenon is 
occurring and 
open a door to 
potential 
responses.  

2. Community Strength
For many, personal resilience and the support of 
LGBTIQ community members has become the 
substitute or proxy for what many experience as a non-
existent service system. Support and safety is largely 
provided by trusted community networks rather than 
professionals. Creating safe social circles is an essential 
!rst step for validation, taking action, supplementing or 
replacing the mainstream service sector, and ongoing 
safety. Awareness of family violence within LGBTIQ 
communities is growing but is still limited by mainstream 
understandings of family violence as occurring in 
heterosexual, cisgendered relationships.

There was one counsellor 
who met me where I was, 

validated me and my 
experience, understood 

what it meant to be 
LGBTIQ and that made all 

the di"erence.“



Insights 
another 
example 

Improving Outcomes with the South Sudanese Community Summary Report Prepared by The Australian Centre for Social Innovation 2120

2 Generational divide
Because South Sudanese elders and young 
people have experienced different traditions, 
refugee experiences and exposure to 
mainstream Australia, they hold different 
world views.  This generational divide can 
lead to tension rather than compromise, 
creating vulnerabilities at times of transition 
between people who rely on each other. 

In the Australian context, traditional roles and relationships 
between older and younger generations of South Sudanese 
are under pressure. Australian culture places an increased 
emphasis on the independence of young people, who can 
also provide translation, financial and guidance support 
to their elders. This challenging of traditional roles, lack of 
understanding between the generations and a lack of ways 
to unite together in this new context, all can cause strain 
at times of transition when younger and older generations 
could strengthen each other.

“Parents don’t 
understand that 
school isn’t for 
everyone” 

Young man

“I want to study, I don’t 
want to get married 
straight away” 

Young woman

“If he’d listened to 
me he wouldn’t be in 
trouble” 

Mother

3 Culturally 
appropriate support
Without a deep understanding of South 
Sudanese culture and established 
relationships with community it can be a 
challenge for services to provide the right 
supports at the right time in a meaningful 
way. 

The relatively recent migration and complexity of the South 
Sudanese Community paired with the inexperience of 
services with this group, has led to few services engaging 
effectively and creating enduring relationships. This is 
particularly true for married women living with their husbands 
and single men in their late 20s who are especially hard to 
reach and engage with. Many of the services that do have 
stronger relationships with Community often only come 
into contact with Community members when things have 
escalated and are harder to address (e.g. police and child 
protection services) and therefore miss opportunities for 
early prevention and intervention.

“Normal response 
were not effective, 
[so we began] 
to work with the 
Community”
 
Service provider

“[South Sudanese] 
are fearful [of us and 
the systems] and go 
under the radar for a 
period of time.”
 
Service Provider

credit 
flickr: Neil

credit 
flickr: Joe Thorn

Above: Sabrina, a youth 
mentor at cohealth Arts 

Generator’s Brother’s and 
Sisters program, and mem-

ber of ‘New Change’
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Connected - helps us to connect with and empathise 
with the user or system

Actionable - generative with respect to developing 
solutions

Inspiring - commands attention, rallies people around it

Robust - is informed by multiple threads of information, can 
be triangulated across multiple data sources

A GOOD INSIGHT IS:

Resonant - people resonate with the sentiment of the 
insight - they smile with recognition or nod, or even gasp with 
excitement!

Enduring - has longevity that is appropriate for the 
content and context of the work and the responses

Fresh - it is not necessarily ‘new’ but it o#ers a fresh or a new 
perspective or viewpoint on an issue or a challenge
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Journey 
Maps 
Maps of the 
feelings 
interactions 
a person or 
cohort 
have during 
a key life 
transition 
point or 
experience. 



Opportunities 
Clear concepts that respond to a specific challenge that 
emerged from research and offer a feasible, viable desirable 
solution. 

34Five Innovations to Further Self Determination 35Five Innovations to Further Self Determination

4 First Contact is the Last Contact

Build positive 
narratives about 
themselves and 
what is possible

Feeling needed 
and included in 
community

Involvement in 

positive activities 

& relationships

Connected to 
land, culture and 
community

Building positive 
relationships with
police

Supported by wrap 
around holistic model, 
fostering healthy 
relationships with 
parents

Community supports build positive in en e nnourish the ambitions of young people

Intensive cultural 
programs build 
connection to land, 
culture and 
community

Mentorship 
programs with Police 
and respected people 
in community

Peer support to 
understand 
consequences, 
responsibility and 
possibility

Pre-Contact
Young people at risk of

 coming in to contact with the 

justice system 

First Contact
Young people who are victims, have 

witnessed crime or have family members 

in contact with the justice system 

At Risk of Offending
Young people beginning to 

demonstrate risky behaviours 

Community, schools 
and other  
stakeholders work 
collaboratively

Key outcomes

Immediately after implementation One year after Five years after
Service mapping enables referrals to the right supports at the right time 
and identification of gaps within the system and definition of how to fill 
them 

Shift young people’s learned negative perceptions of justice system 
stakeholders (e.g. Police)

Increased community collaboration around supports
for young people

Increased access and use of effective cultural programs, 
mentorship programs

Increased confidence and safety of young Aboriginal people

No Aboriginal young people come into contact with the 
Justice System
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4 First Contact is the Last Contact

Minor offences can lead young people to have initial contact with the 
justice system that can catalyse long term, repeated engagements with 
the justice system. The trauma that comes with intergenerational family 
and community violence, child abuse and neglect increases the chances 
for young people to come in contact with the justice system. This model 
offers a layered support system for young people to ensure the first 
contact is the last. 

Objective 
This program aims to prevent unnecessary 
escalation of contact with the system following 
exposure to violence or crime through healing and 
community support. 

Key Features
This model will support young people right after 
they come in contact with the justice system 
(indirectly) through:

• Providing a collection of supports at 
community, programs and justice continuum 
levels

• Hearing the voice of the young person to 
inform the process to follow

• Supporting young people to build healthy and 
positive relationships

• Walking alongside young people, providing 
long term and ongoing support to helping 
them define boundaries, get them connected 
to culture 

• Keeping young people connected to support 
network and understanding who can advocate 
for them 

Key Audience
No risk: Young Aboriginal people with little or no 
risk and no current engagement with the Criminal 
Justice System

Low risk: Young people who have witnessed family 
members engaging in the Justice System

Moderate Risk: Young people beginning to 
demonstrate risky behaviours

Key Roles
• Community to connect young people to 

positive relationships and role models

• Peer supports to understand consequences, 
responsibility and possibility 

• Service staff who will host key programs and 
activities and provide services where needed 

• Advocate/Police champions: to build positive 
relationships between the justice system and 
young people 

This model suggests a strategy for the protection 
of and response to young people who are at risk of 
coming in contact with the justice system or have 
had their first contact. It is a layered preventative 
and response approach where supports build on 
each other depending on the level of risk. 

The strategy offers a set of ‘ingredients’ for 
preventing or responding; the expectation is 
that a variety and combination of community led 
initiatives, community groups and service providers 
comprise the different layers. In some areas many 
of the ‘ingredients’ might already be available 
and the implementation of this model may require 
some gap filling. Other areas might require the 
introduction of a number of new responses.  

Remaining Key Questions
• There have been suggestions that this 

model be available to young people prior to 
witnessing violence or experiencing neglect. 
What is the most effective point in time to offer 
this initiative to young people?

• How can we support parents and peers to 
participate in the model?

• What resources and capacities are needed 
to have male and female Aboriginal staff on 
service delivery? 

• How is the model orchestrated, coordinated, 
operated and directed? 

Assumptions within Model
• Parents, peers and community members are 

willing to play an active role in the model  

• There are qualified Aboriginal staff across the 
state to fulfill the advocate role in the model

• Police officers will adopt an empowering and 
cautioning approach towards young people 

• Building positive and healthy relationships for 
young people will prevent them from coming in 
contact with the justice system

Investment needs
Capability building of young people to support 
development of model and community participation 
in the model; funding to test, refine and ultimately 
implement the model; funding for salaries if 
needed.

Conditions for Success
Financial Sustainability & Business Model 
Funding to operate model and pay staff salary; 
structures, mechanisms and processes to maintain 
the model

User Experience & Service Design 
Driven by young people

Impact & Theory of Change 
Tailored and responsive to the individual at any 
point of risk or crisis; builds upon itself as risk 
increases



Findings Summary 
Summary of process, methods, insights and recommendations - 
best when developed for a specific purpose: (e.g. to inform a policy  
or reform strategy, to support public awareness, to educate 
practitioners.) Often a report but can be a video, toolkit or event. 

Improving Outcomes  
with South Sudanese 
Australians
A co-design project to build on 
community strengths and initiate 
new solutions

July 2018



Education 
Uncover replicable 
patterns of innovation 
occurring in alternative 
education. 

Child protection 
Inform policy, best practice  
and service delivery on 
what helps families 
rebound from any stage of 
risk or crisis. 

What design research has helped us do: 

Homelessness 
Identify the tension point 
between the contracting 
cycle and behaviour 
change needs in 
supported accomodation. 

Family Violence 
Understand why LGBTIQ 
people aren’t receiving 
support in the Family 
Violence system and how 
community is working as a 
proxy to inform the design 
of a more inclusive 
response. 

Ageing 
Understand what living 
well looks like as we age  
to inform stage-level 
ageing plans and new 
kinds of housing policies 



Patterns in great design research projects 

Ensuring research  
activities are safe,  

respectful and reciprocal  

Ensuring peer researchers  
and participants are 

compensated for their 
contributions

Deliverables that are  
fit for purpose 

Tailoring research activities to 
respond to the unique ways in 

which participants prefer to 
communicate 

[something you  
would add] Sufficient time and funding 

Committing to acting on 
outcomes of research

Adaptive and responsive  
contract management

Continually checking power 
balances or imbalances  



Patterns in great design research projects 
1 What happens well in your current environment? (pink) 
2 Where would you like to level up? (blue) 

Ensuring research  
activities are safe,  

respectful and reciprocal  

Ensuring peer researchers  
and participants are 

compensated for their 
contributions

Deliverables that are  
fit for purpose 

Tailoring research activities to 
respond to the unique ways in 

which participants prefer to 
communicate 

[something you  
would add] Sufficient time and funding 

Committing to acting on 
outcomes of research

Adaptive and responsive  
contract management

Continually checking power 
balances or imbalances  



Helpful  
resources

Book 
Seeing What Others Don’t: The 
Remarkable Ways we Gain Insights by 
Gary A Klein 

Blog Post 
Design Research, What is it and why do 
it? By Panthea Lee @ Reboot 

Blog Post  
User Personas In Context by Lauren 
Weinstein

https://www.amazon.com/Seeing-What-Others-Dont-Remarkable/dp/1610392515/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://www.amazon.com/Seeing-What-Others-Dont-Remarkable/dp/1610392515/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://reboot.org/2012/02/19/design-research-what-is-it-and-why-do-it/
https://reboot.org/2012/02/19/design-research-what-is-it-and-why-do-it/
https://reboot.org/2015/06/18/user-personas-in-context/
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The  Nitty Gritty 
What does good design 
research look like?  
How you do design research?  
How do you design a design 
research project? 





Methods

What are some methods  
unique to design research? 

Shout  
out



Image Source: ‘Convivial Toolbox: Generative Research for the Front End of Design’ 
by Liz Sanders and Pieter Jan Stappers



- Users are knowledgeable about the 
problem and solutions  

- The responses / solutions have high 
degree of certainty 

- Users feel confident and safe to share 
- Minimal buy-in from community is 

needed 
- The questions are geared toward 

learning not affirming own ideas 
- There is not an existing power imbalance 

in decision making 

Consultation works 
when…



But in social  
sectors
- Problems and solutions are often unclear 

and untested 
- Contexts are changing and unintended 

outcomes are unknown 
- User groups can be vulnerable 



People don’t do 
what they say  
or they have a 
different 
definition than 
you do



People find it hard to  
predict what they will 

value in the future 



People might 
know the 
problem that 
needs to be 
solved, but 
haven’t yet had 
the luxury to  
 imagine a way to 
solve it



Rapid  
Ethnography



AKA: rigorous hanging-out, Design 
ethnography, participant observation  
Immersive learning through spending hours or 
days with people in their context and doing 
what they do.   

Workshops: No 
User Centred Design: Yes 
Participatory: Yes, with peer researchers 

Done well Done poorly

•Positive experience 
for respondent 

•Deep insight and 
new perspective 
and empathy

•Uncomfortable for 
respondent 

•To rapid to 
overcome research 
bias  

Rapid  
Ethnography

4

Our training
We offer training from beginner to specialist level and provide a variety 
of training to match your needs.

Introductions to design 
approaches for social 
innovation for: 
 
• Policy makers
• Funders
• Service deliverers
• System stewards
• Innovation leaders

Introductory seminars 
1 hr to 2 days

Foundational intensives 
5 days

Social  
Innovation
for Design 

Practitioners

Social  
Innovation

for Innovation 
Leaders & 
Managers

Specialist skill 
development 
3 - 8 days Design  

Research

Service 
Design  

Systems 
Innovation

Coaching 
5 - 10 hours Project 

Coaching

Executive 
Coaching



AKA: Interviews 

Semi-structured  
Interviews



AKA: Interviews 

30min to 3hr structured sessions with individual 
or small groups. Open questioning and 
generative.   

Workshops: No 
User Centred Design: Yes 
Participatory: Yes, with peer researchers 

Done well Done poorly

•Insights quickly 

•Positive experience 
for participant

•Doesn’t get below 
the surface  

•Happens to far from 
context  

Semi-structured  
Interviews

4

Our training
We offer training from beginner to specialist level and provide a variety 
of training to match your needs.

Introductions to design 
approaches for social 
innovation for: 
 
• Policy makers
• Funders
• Service deliverers
• System stewards
• Innovation leaders

Introductory seminars 
1 hr to 2 days

Foundational intensives 
5 days

Social  
Innovation
for Design 

Practitioners

Social  
Innovation

for Innovation 
Leaders & 
Managers

Specialist skill 
development 
3 - 8 days Design  

Research

Service 
Design  

Systems 
Innovation

Coaching 
5 - 10 hours Project 

Coaching

Executive 
Coaching



Card Sorting



Sorting of information about past, or desired 
experienced or attitudes using pre-prepared 
cards. Often as part of semi-structured 
interviews. 

Workshops: Yes 
User Centred Design: Yes 
Participatory: Yes, with peer researchers 

Done well Done poorly

•Speed - Focusses 
conversation fast 

•Used as a starter 
for conversation 

•Overwhelms 

•Language or 
literacy mismatch 

Card Sorting
4

Our training
We offer training from beginner to specialist level and provide a variety 
of training to match your needs.

Introductions to design 
approaches for social 
innovation for: 
 
• Policy makers
• Funders
• Service deliverers
• System stewards
• Innovation leaders

Introductory seminars 
1 hr to 2 days

Foundational intensives 
5 days

Social  
Innovation
for Design 

Practitioners

Social  
Innovation

for Innovation 
Leaders & 
Managers

Specialist skill 
development 
3 - 8 days Design  

Research

Service 
Design  

Systems 
Innovation

Coaching 
5 - 10 hours Project 

Coaching

Executive 
Coaching



Scoping

What other 
evidence and 

research exists? 
What 

background 
knowledge do 
we need to get 

started?

Research 
Questions

What are the 
three primary 
questions to 

answer? What 
sub questions 

will help us 
answer those?

Research 
Framework

What research 
methods and 

approaches will 
we use?  How 

many sprints will 
we do? Who will 

the respondents 
be? How will we 
recruit? What’s 

our ethics 
approach?

Building & 
Testing 

Tools

How will our 
research tools 

work? How can 
we get feedback 
from people with 
lived experience 
to ensure they’re 

safe?

Analysis

What analysis 
methods and 

frameworks will 
we use to sort 

information and 
uncover new 

patterns?

From 
Observation 

to Insight

Is it compelling? 
Is it drawn what 
we learnt?Is it 

built from 
multiple data 

sources? 
Does it have a 

‘so what’? 

From  
Insight to  

Opportunity

Does it respond 
to the insights? 
Does it solve a 

problem? Can it 
be tested with 

users?

Gathering 
Research

How are we 
taking notes and 
reflecting each 

day? How are we 
ensuring the well 

being of 
respondents 

and the team? 
Are we checking 

our research 
questions to 
ensure we’re 

learning  what 
we need to?

?
?



Barriers 
to great  
design 
research  

Systems Innovation — “Knotty problems” sheet bend double knot

Activity



Helpful  
resources

Book 
Interviewing Users: How to Uncover 
Compelling Insights by Steve Portugal 

Tool 
12 Design Research Methods to Get 
Inspired by Users by Matt Cooper-Wright 
@ ideo  

Guide  
Tips on design research interviewing by 
Lauren Weinstein 

https://www.amazon.com.au/Interviewing-Users-Uncover-Compelling-Insights/dp/193382011X
https://www.amazon.com.au/Interviewing-Users-Uncover-Compelling-Insights/dp/193382011X
https://medium.com/design-research-methods/12-design-research-methods-to-get-inspired-by-users-cae4789a094b
https://medium.com/design-research-methods/12-design-research-methods-to-get-inspired-by-users-cae4789a094b
https://www.dropbox.com/s/o9b10abm8abi3vh/170829%20Interviewing%20Approach%20Handbook%20.pdf?dl=0
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The  Big Ideas 
What should we consider 
when buying design 
research?  
How can we be sure we’re 
getting the good stuff and 
creating better outcomes?



Think about a piece of  
discovery work that you have 
recently commissioned.  



Think about a piece of  
discovery work that you have 
recently commissioned.  

What was the 
best part 

about that 
work?

What have 
you used the 
outputs for 

since?

What 
conditions 
supported 

success or got 
in the way?



Pair up with someone  
who has a clear project  
they want to focus on  



CULTURE  

Decision-makers are accountable for showing 
how input has been acted on. People with 

lived experience can easily call the 
organisation to account.

Accountability

1 3 5

Readiness & Relevance

How ready are you for 
design research work?  
Is design research the 

right ask for this 
challenge?

Resources

What timelines and funding 
will set the project up for 

success?

Expertise & Capability

Which skills and 
demonstrated experience 

is needed for the work?

Deliverables

What kinds of outputs will 
be most useful for us? 

How can we create 
accountability and 

responsiveness in the 
contract and process?

Calibrating Your Project 
Buying (and Getting)  

Great Design Research

Participatory  Approach

What is the best project 
design for this ask? What 

degree of participatory 
research should we 

consider? 

TIME AND  
MONEY

There is funding to support the output(s) of  
a co-production process (e.g. a new service or 

program). We stop things that don’t work to 
invest in those that do.

Funding
solutions

1 3 5

TIME AND  
MONEY

There is support for trying things out in  
small ways before putting them into place 

permanently. We’re flexible about lettings ideas 
go that don’t work in reality

Testing and 
learning

1 3 5

COMMITMENTS

See the next card for a definition of 
outcomes vs outputs. 

There is a clear understanding of the 
difference between an outcome and an 

output, across and at the highest levels of 
the organisation.

Outcomes over 
outputs

1 3 5

COMMITMENTS

Where possible, we serve people through those 
who are part of or in tune with their culture. We 

have co-production models that have been 
created and are delivered within different cultural 

world-views.

Cultural 
competency

1 3 5



Helpful  
resources

Tool 
Co-design Planning Tool 

Tool 
Maturity Questions 

Guide  
Barriers to Co-design (Research) 

https://www.tacsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Co-design-team-planning-1.pdf
https://www.tacsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/High-Level-Diagnostic-tool-1.pdf
https://www.tacsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Barriers-to-Co-Design-1.pdf


Reflection  
Share something you: 

Learned today 
Loved from  the session 
Leave for feedback 
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Thank you! 

Get in touch.  
We’d love to know how you’ve put this into action!

Lauren Weinstein
lauren.weinstein@tacsi.org.au
@laurenstaceyw

Rhianna Dean
rhianna.dean@tacsi.org.au
@rhianna_dean

http://www.tacsi.org.au
mailto:lauren.weinstein@tacsi.org.au
mailto:rhianna.dean@tacsi.org.au



