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❱	 Connecting people and building networks 
across Kent 

Emma Barret and Vicky Butler of SILK togeth-
er with a number of local citizens presented a 
number of projects which illustrated their ap-
proach:

1. Resettlement of offenders
Housing is the biggest problem that arises in the 
resettlement of offenders. SILK was brought in 
by the criminal justice system to understand the 
experience of ex-offenders. Ethnographers lived 
with a number of ex–offenders to understand 
their perceptions of what happened to them. All 
the different agencies involved were then brought 
together, for the first time, to discuss these find-
ings and come up with new approaches.

2. Low income families
Kent County Council wanted to do more to sup-
port ‘dysfunctional families’ but there was no 
consensus among the various agencies involved 
about how this should be achieved or even what 
the main day-to-day problems for the families 
were.  To solve the problem of not fully under-
standing the issues the families faced, trained 
anthropologists were hired to conduct qualita-
tive research with the families: asking what they 
wanted and needed and also observing their eve-
ryday lives over a number of days.

Alongside the research of the anthropologists, 
the team conducted interviews with the workers 
who dealt with the families. The ideas and find-
ings were brought together over an intensive two 
day “ideas-generation” workshop hosted by SILK.

The study was able to identify a number of rela-
tively small changes which could have a signifi-
cant impact on the lives of families who were 
‘just coping’, such as home access to the internet, 
improved financial advice, and arrangements 
with a local supermarket to deliver healthy af-
fordable food. But they also identified the need 
for systems changes in welfare benefits and men-
tal health services. 

3. Bulk Buying
A Bulk Buying Project is currently underway in 
Parkwood, an estate in Maidstone.   It was set 
up  following  a  public event held in Parkwood 
in November 2008 attended by over fifty resi-
dents. The SILK team helped to bring together a 
core group which included residents, local shop 
owners, representatives from Maidstone Housing 
Trust and the Parkwood Healthy Living Centre, 
who met once a week to plan how the bulk buy-
ing project would evolve.

Since then, the residents who were part of the 
core team, have taken control of the running 
and setting up of the Bulk Buying project. It has 
been named “R-Shop” and the team are cur-
rently waiting for the completion of the com-
munity room which will house R Shop. The team 
have set up a Facebook profile under the name of 
‘Parkwood Bulk Buy’. This has been a very suc-
cessful way of connecting with Parkwood resi-
dents and creating interest in the project.

4. The SILK Method Deck
SILK has also produced a ‘Method Deck’ to 
spread knowledge about its approaches. The SILK 
method deck is a handy collection of methods, 
principles and prompt cards, which can be used 
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by Kent project teams, designers, project manag-
ers, social science researchers, community and 
economic development experts alike. 

The method deck includes five categories of 
methods. Each category includes methods that 
are likely to be useful as guides, prompts or refer-
ences at different stages of a project. 

While SILK has remained small as far as staff 
numbers and the budget is concerned, “the brand 
is bigger than the team” as a SILK member put it. 
While some participants were very enthusias-
tic about the SILK way of triggering innovations 
others were more sceptical. In particular, it was 
suggested that SILK has been very successful in 
creating change within a protected space but it 
was less clear how the ‘buy-in’ of senior manag-
ers and policy-makers was to be built into the 
innovation process to make core public services 
more citizen-centred. Clearly, this issue remained 
in the minds of the group on their return train 
journey back to London, where the participants 
met with a number of key think tanks.

5. Design Council – putting people  
at the heart of design

The Design Council is the UK’s national strategic 
body for design. Its philosophy is that good de-
sign starts from understanding people. This is not 
the same as asking or consulting with people, as 
many will not know the potential available from 
new designs. The Design Council, like a number of 
other organisations we met, therefore uses ethno-
graphic work to understand people’s needs. 

Another principle is to develop prototypes and test 
these out with actual use. This means faulty service 
designs can be identified early and at a low cost. 

We heard of a number of examples of design be-
ing used to improve people’s experience in the 
health service including:

❱	 A better patient chair which is both comfort-
able and easier to clean

❱	 An “intelligent” mattress which shows when 
there has been a leak of urine

❱	 A more dignified patient gown

❱	 More dignified screening between beds in a 
ward

The participants were even shown a beer glass 
consisting of unbreakable material to reduce the 
damage from pub fights. Clearly, what the re-de-
signed glass would not achieve is to redesign peo-
ple’s behaviour to act less violently. As Marianne 
Guldbrandsen, Head of Design Strategy stressed, 
the Design Council sees itself as a broker between 
the public sector and private companies.

6. Thinkpublic – working with people  
to improve services

Thinkpublic are an award-winning agency fo-
cused on using design to improve service expe-
riences in the public sector. They achieve this 
by working with service providers and the gen-
eral public to gain an understanding of how their 
services and experiences can be improved. This 
is very different from the old industrial model 
where the world was divided into producers and 
consumers

Ivo Gormley of Thinkpublic presented us with 
a number of projects which illustrate this ap-
proach:

1. Luton and Dunstable Hospital
At the Head and Neck Cancer Service at Luton 
and Dunstable Hospital NHS Trust, service de-
signers worked with patients and staff to identify 
and co-develop almost 40 service improvements 
that have brought tangible benefits to all those 
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concerned. Some seemingly minor changes, such 
as moving patient weighing scales out of public 
view in the outpatient clinic, made a huge differ-
ence to patients’ sense of well-being.

2. Releasing Time to Care
By following closely the activities of ward-based 
hospital staff, it has been possible to produce a 
toolkit which identifies more time efficient ways 
of working, thus releasing more time for patient 
care. 

3. The Housing Benefits Experience
In order to understand the experience of apply-
ing for housing benefits, customers were filmed 
as they passed through the various stages of the 
benefit process. Time was also spent with staff 
looking at their work and finding out from them 
what they felt was successful and most enjoya-
ble. In this way, a picture was built up practically 
and emotionally of the service as a whole. 

A summary film was then made that highlighted 
insights that might not have been discovered in 
other ways. 

The next big step was to bring everyone together 
(customers, staff and other officers), to watch the 
film. This gave everyone a shared perspective on 
the service – customers see the staff perspective 
and vice versa. This is very different from a con-
ventional research project and report. 

Officers and users then worked together through-
out the day, on the basis of parity, to first iden-
tify the four or five big issues and then split into 
teams of appropriate people to develop a plan 
and take the responsibility to deliver. The proc-
ess is one of co-design where hierarchy is part-
ly disrupted and everyone has a say. Ultimately 
though, senior staff members must buy into the 
decisions and commit to deliver them. 

7. Innovation Unit – supporting innovation 
in the third sector, education and children’s 
services, and local government

The Innovation Unit was originally set up by the 
Department for Education but has recently been 
established as an independent think tank to en-
courage innovation in government policy more 
generally. At the start of the visit, John Craig, 
Managing Partner, started off by asking the par-
ticipants “Why do outsiders bring in new ide-
as?”. Indeed, one of the key objectives of the 
Innovation Unit is to bring together innovators 
and to grow the tool box and the mechanisms 
for innovations. As John suggested “You do not 
have to be innovative in order to innovate”. This 
is why the Innovation Unit focuses on policy is-
sues of innovation and the conditions for main-
streaming innovations. One of the key mecha-
nisms to achieve this is the Innovation Exchange 
which brings together innovators in the third 
sector. The objective is to help innovators with 
prototyping so that they can find out quickly 
whether there is a demand for their innovation. 
This is achieved through innovation support 
programmes, creative events and a cutting edge 
website. 

At a concluding panel, Matthew Horne, Man-
aging Partner, reviewed a number of major ini-
tiatives in which the Innovation Unit has recently 
been involved. It has particularly championed 
the use of peer support groups, whereby users of 
services can explain to other users and potential 
users how to get the best out of the services. It 
has highlighted the work of peer support groups 
such as the Diabetes UK support network and the 
Alzheimer’s Society Carers’ Groups and showed 
how they have already demonstrated the value 
of mutual support, helping people to take more 
control over their own lives and reducing the 
need for expensive hospital treatment. 

Co-panelist Graham Hill, who now works as a 
private sector consultant on co-creation in busi-
ness, thought that there are many parallels be-
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tween public and private sectors when it comes 
to user involvement in improving services. Ul-
timately, what motivates people in the private 
sector is not money but empowerment. As the 
example of Toyota shows, the car company may 
not have the best staff but the Toyota way of 
thinking means that everybody has the duty to 
innovate, which has led to many improvements 
in business processes.

The Innovation Unit has argued that the cur-
rent system of government assistance for peer 
support groups is inadequate, given the rising 
level of chronic health conditions in the UK. It 
has therefore proposed a Charter for Peer Support 
which would enable and encourage a bottom-up 
system of mutual support, for example through 
giving peer support groups (if they meet some 
simple criteria of transparency and engagement) 
the right to: 

❱	 Use a meeting room in local public sector fa-
cilities on an occasional basis. 

❱	 Publicise their work inside local GP practices, 
hospitals and on PCT websites and, potential-
ly, to have GPs refer relevant patients to the 
support group. 

❱	 Seed-corn funding based on the number of ac-
tive members

❱	 Recognition by   public agencies, so they are 
consulted on changes to local services

8. New Economics Foundation (nef) – 
commissioning for co-production

The New Economics Foundation is an independ-
ent think tank which aims to improve quality of 
life by promoting innovative solutions that chal-
lenge mainstream thinking on economic, envi-
ronmental and social issues. 

Lucie Stephens who leads the work on co-pro-
duction in nef gave a description of nef’s Sustain-
able Commissioning Model which moves towards 
commissioning for outcomes at both service 
and wider community level using social, eco-
nomic, and community outcomes. A key ele-
ment of this approach is to invite bidders to 
demonstrate how they would develop services 
in collaboration with local people, providers 
and commissioners. 

Traditional models are based on the assumption 
that resources are only financial, and this has a 
particular impact on how efficiency is viewed 
and calculated. The alternative approach is to 
see resources as including the environment and 
people (skills and time) as well as money. This 
helps to shift the focus to longer term outcomes 
affecting social, environmental and economic 
issues. 

Camden’s Community Strategy is underpinned 
by two values which were incorporated into the 
tender for mental health day services, as Sam Ho-
pley, the Chief Executive of the Holy Cross Centre 
Trust outlined:

❱	 “we need to work together, as citizens who 
actively contribute to our local community 
and as organisations to help solve the main 
challenges for the borough.”

❱	 “every one of us as individuals needs to take 
responsibility for our own actions”

Bidders for the contract had to address questions 
such as:
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❱	 What role would you envisage for service users 
in the development and delivery of your ser-
vice?

❱	 How does your service identify and mobilise 
service users’ strengths?

❱	 How would the contribution of service users, 
carers, family, peer group, neighbours and the 
wider community be measured or rewarded?

9. Timebanking – sharing time and skills equally 

Time banks link people locally to share their time 
and skills. Participants ‘deposit’ their time in the 
bank by giving practical help and support to oth-
ers and are able to ‘withdraw’ their time when 
they need something done themselves. Every-
one’s time is equal: one hour of your time earns 
you one time credit to spend when you need it. 
People help each other out with everything from 
making phone calls to sharing meals and giving 
lifts to the shops - anything that brings them to-
gether.

The principle behind timebanking is that if you 
do not ask people to make a contribution they 
will not feel connected. For Martin Simon, the 
CEO of Timebanking UK, it is a mechanism “to 
get people who do not trust other people back 

into relationships”. In HCCT, timebanking has 
created a number of additional services through 
community activities which are based on time-
banking exchanges. 

Timebanking UK is the national umbrella char-
ity linking and supporting time banks across the 
country by providing inspiration, guidance and 
mutual help. Timebanking in the UK has wit-
nessed spectacular growth since it first started in 
1998. 

The latest statistics for time banks in the UK are:

❱	 94 active time banks

❱	 77 developing time banks 

❱	 2 neighbourhood time banks

❱	 12478 participants actively involved in time 
banking 

❱	 691776 hours traded between participants to 
date

The participants thought that such schemes 
would raise tax issues in their country as time-
banking could be seen as grey labour markets. 
However, at present the scheme is still relatively 
small and experimental so, at least in the UK, 
timebanking is exempt from tax. Another chal-
lenge faced by timebanking schemes in the UK 
is to get public service providers involved. So far 
there are only a few GP practices where elderly 
people or people suffering from mental health 
problems are directed to a time bank. Typically, 
time banks work around public services but not 
always with public services. 



13Governance International User-Centred Innovations in Public Services

10. The Holy Cross Day Centre Trust (HCCT) 
– using co-production and timebanking to 
improve health outcomes

The Holy Cross Day Centre Trust is the consortium 
which won the tender described in No. 8 above 
to run mental health day services in Camden. 
Central to their approach is the commitment to 
place service users at the heart of service devel-
opment and delivery. By using co-production as 
the delivery model, the service continually seeks 
to identify, together with service users, ways and 
mechanisms to actively encourage service user 
participation and ownership.

Timebanking is at the heart of their approach and 
involves both staff and service users. 514 individuals 
and organisations have been involved so far in con-
tributing over 46,000 hours across three categories:

❱	 Person to HCCT (co-production) – e.g. contrib-
uting to the day service; running “open-mic” 
music nights and organising events and trips

❱	 Organisation to organisation – e.g. trips to 
concerts at the Wigmore Hall, volunteering at 
and using the local gym, and attending and 
leading activities organised by Camden Active 
Health team

❱	 Person to person – e.g. English lessons, compu-
ter help and D. I. Y.

The day centre had previously been run on very 
traditional lines with staff providing and users 
receiving passively. The new approach has had 
some very positive results with many service us-
ers finding new skills and esteem. As Sam Hop-
ley pointed out, the ideas coming from empow-
ered users are often not so different from those 
of professional staff but the energy is different. 
However, it has not been easy to introduce and 
there has been resistance, particularly initially, 
from users and staff. Some staff felt they could 
not work in this way and have been replaced by 
new staff with a commitment to co-production. 

11. Camden Council: Service co-design using  
online media

Camden is one of the 33 London Boroughs with 
a population of 200,000. The borough has been 
experimenting with a new way of carrying out 
consultation on line. 

Consultation is an essential part of the co-design 
process but offline consultation is expensive and 
not very flexible. However, Camden has a high 
proportion of its overall population with home 
internet, and all of its libraries and more than 30 
community centres are also equipped with com-
puters that have broadband access – consequently, 
online consultation offers considerable potential. 

The approach adopted is that of deliberative con
sultation. This is designed to expose citizen’s 
views to one another with the idea that they be-
come better informed and more open to change, 
rather than simply capturing a snapshot of the 
fixed positions of citizens and quantifying those 
views. Deliberative consultation is the difference 
between market research and democracy.

Each consultation follows the same format

❱	 A survey to establish initial attitudes to key 
questions. Participants are invited to com-
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plete unfinished sentences which relate to at-
titudes and policy positions associated with 
the topic of consultation. This is designed to 
engage people in complex subjects in a way 
that does not put off those who do not regard 
themselves as being politically well informed.

❱	 A deliberative forum to discuss and explore 
key findings and issues. A summary of posi-
tions taken by people during stage 1 is pre-
sented back to the panel and participants are 
invited to reflect and discuss these issues in an 
online forum.

❱	 A follow-up survey to evaluate whether, and in 
what ways the participants’ attitudes had been 
changed as a result of the process.

Steps are taken to ensure a representative sample 
including

❱	 Offering a choice of incentives with a view to 
encouraging young people

❱	 Engaging with Age Concern and using UK on-
line centres to recruit older people

❱	 Targeted publicity, particularly aimed at ethnic 
minorities

All the results have been used to influence the 
development of various Camden strategies. 

Recently, Camden also got involved in using so-
cial media to communicate with groups who pre-
viously did not connect much with the council. 
The full interview on the role of social media in 
Camden with Alasdair Mangham, Head of Infor-
mation Systems and Development, can be read at 
www.govint.org.

The study visit concluded after three days with 
a discussion about lessons learnt, along with an 
evaluation of the study visit programme. 
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This report has been written by Elke Loeffler, 
Chief Executive of Governance International and 
John Tatam, Associate of Governance Interna-
tional in August 2010.

Governance International would like to thank all 
organisations and individuals involved, for their 
contribution to the study visit, including

❱	 the Tenant Management Organisation in 
Kensington and Chelsea 

❱	 the London Borough of Lambeth 

❱	 the Social Innovation Lab for Kent (SILK) 

❱	  the Design Council

❱	 Think Public

❱	 Innovation Unit 

❱	 the Holy Cross Centre Trust in Camden

❱	 the New Economics Foundation (nef) 

❱	 Timebanking UK

Particular thanks go out to the Innovation Unit 
for hosting a series of meetings with think tanks 
at their excellent premises. Last but not least, we 
would like to thank Tuula Jäppinen for co-de-
signing the study visit with us and all the par-
ticipants from Finland and the UK who lived the 
principle of co-production throughout the study 
visit.
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