ON SCALE

2. Desire paths are informal
trails created by pedestrians,
indicating their preferred route
from one point to another.
These paths may be taken over
established routes for different
reasons, including efficiency,
avoidance, and delight.

20

Getting to many of these schools required
quite the trek; some days, we'd traverse
multiple boroughs. But as taxing as it was,
our visits revealed things that we wouldn’t
have otherwise seen—such as the parent
coordinator who, as we walked down the
hallway together, had multiple parents
stop to hug her and ask questions, or the
coordinator who heaved a thick binder
onto his desk, laughing, when we asked
him how he kept track of resources for
families. He added, “Most of it is relation-
ships | have already, so | know exactly who
to call. | don’t really refer to this anymore.”

Over the course of the project, we talked to
over two hundred people, including school
directors, staff, and families. We could
have talked to fewer people, or sent out
surveys, or even conducted remote inter-
views. But we would have missed out on
valuable contextual information—such as
the persistent follow-up and cultivation of
trust needed to work with families—that
impacted our design decisions.

Crucially, these in-person visits also
allowed us to build key relationships.
Administrators who were difficult to chase
down over email ended up being open and
generous with their time when we showed
up. They were quicker to respond when
we reached out to them later on the pro-
ject. It wasn't mandatory for schools to
participate in this project, or even to
implement what we made at the end of it,
so these relationships were all the more
essential to getting buy-in. Not only that,
but once people were engaged, they
became internal champions for the work
within their schools.

BUILDING ON WHAT’S ALREADY THERE

When our team first received the project
brief, we imagined designing an inno-
vative model that revolutionized how
schools approached benefits access. But
when we visited the schools, we saw that
they were already doing the work, cob-
bling together what time and resources
they had to help families. Parent coordina-
tors were accompanying families to their
benefits appointments, teachers were
flagging needs they noticed among their
students, and directors were holding ben-
efits fairs with local organizations. Some
schools had more dedicated resources
and organized systems than others, but
all of them were connecting families to
benefits in one way or another.
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What they needed was not so much a new
model, but rather, ways to coordinate and
support their existing work. To do that,
we collected the best practices we saw
among schools and used them to design
adaptable templates. We also created
planning and evaluation tools that helped
staff align their disparate responsibili-
ties. We then knit all of these together in
a clear, simple strategy that echoed what
was already being done on the ground. Our
goal was to help school staff see benefits
access as a collaborative and proactive
effort, rather than siloed and reactive.

This wasn’t the radical transformation
we expected to make. However, by lay-
ering onto existing workflows, roles,
and tools—helping people do what they
were already doing better—there was a
stronger chance that our changes would
be adopted by staff and result in immedi-
ateimpact. Thisincremental approachisn’t
always the right choice; when the existing
system remains ineffective over time, or
actively harms users, a sweeping overhaul
may be needed. But, in other cases, the
most effective way to change the system
may be activating the infrastructure that’s
already there, formalizing desire paths?

that have already been forged, and finding
the right leverage points?® to trigger mean-
ingful shifts in people’s mental models.

DESIGNING ADAPTABLE RECIPES

The challenge of this project was devel-
oping a model that could encompass
the work of all NYC community schools,
while remaining useful for any individual
school’s unique needs. If
we prioritized universality,
the model would become
too generic. If we focused
too much on meeting spe-
cific needs, we'd end up

the model that schools could choose from,
depending on their staff capacity and
community needs.

Ultimately, the goal was to encourage
a self-sustaining community of prac-
tice: individual organizations adapting
the model, sharing successful strategies,
uploading their own templates, help-
ing each other troubleshoot issues, and

While change can happen in one fell
SWoop, such seismic events are often
the result of many people working

with narrow or highly- in small ways, together, over time, to

specialized interventions
that couldn’t scale.

Our approach to this tension—which
we've used in multiple projects over the
years—was to design an overarching pro-
gram model and pair it with a flexible
toolkit. The program model would pre-
scribe the fundamental steps required
to achieve the goal or outcome, while the
toolkit would offer tools, methods, tem-
plates, and other resources to execute
these steps. To further encourage adop-
tion, we outlined different iterations of

set the conditions for their arrival.

coming up with solutions together. The
ideal interaction would be something like
what happens within the comments sec-
tion of a New York Times (NYT) Cooking
recipe. A writer publishes an original
recipe born out of their research, and
readers offer their own “notes” on that
recipe, including everything from ingre-
dient substitutions to alternative cooking
methods to other interesting digressions.*
The risk is that people may deviate from

NO SHORTCUTS TO SCALE

3. Donella Meadows, author

of Thinking in Systems: A
Primer, defines leverage points
as “places within a complex
system (a corporation, an
economy, a living body, a city,
an ecosystem) where a small
shift in one thing can produce
big changes in everything.”

4, See the Instagram account,
@newyorktimescooking-
comments, for a curated
archive of the wild and curious
sentiments shared in the NYT
Cooking comment section.

4 A PPL team arrives at a

community school to conduct
research interviews.
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5. To read more about this
project, National Common
Application for Subsidized
Housing, visit publicpolicylab.
org/projects.

6. To read more about this
project, Federal Programs for
Key Life Experiences, visit
publicpolicylab.org/projects.

7. To learn more about the
Public Policy Layer Cake, visit
publicpolicylab.org/resources/
layer-cake-zine.

A PPL staff member speaks
to a community school staff
member during a pilot to test
out benefits materials. =
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the initial script—which NYT readers are
notorious for—but opening this kind of
space for experimentation can also lead
to entirely new ideas and techniques.

THE WORK OF SYSTEMS CHANGE

Since working on the benefits access
project, PPL has designed policies and
services at even larger scales, including
simplifying tenant applications® for the
nation’s largest subsidized housing pro-
grams and proposing federal policies® to
better support families in childbirth and
early childhood. These subsequent pro-
jects have added new scaling strategies to
our playbook and helped us crystallize a
framework for systems change in govern-
ment, which we call the Public Policy Layer
Cake’. In it, we posit that systems change
requires building products that transform
the work of government staff and their
interactions with members of the public at
multiple layers. As designers, engaging in
that work calls for a certain kind of mental
agility—the capacity to continuously zoom
in and out, to think expansively while drill-
ing down, and to translate many diverging
goals into useful products.

Personally, in the last decade or so since
starting my career, my thoughts about
scale have grown more complicated. Does
having an impact mean reaching the larg-
est number of people? Or is it better to
aim for a deeper, more transformative
outcome in a local setting? And, in a time
when the dedication to scale verges on

iVenga a hablar con
O‘ nosotros sobre como
_ podemos conectarte

con los recursos y
servicios locales!

Food Stamps Housing and Rent Cash
(SNAP)

Assistance
g

Legal Help Employment
(Immigration) Services
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axiomatic, is it really necessary or useful
to scale everything?

While these questions remain open,
what | know for sure is that there are no
shortcuts—at least when it comes to
changing the systems that deliver essen-
tial public services. This venture requires
intensely relational work: observing and
listening to people, building trust, nego-
tiating common ground, maneuvering
constraints, and facilitating collective
action. This work takes time and it can’t
be supplanted by non-human agents.
And while change can happen in one fell
swoop, such seismic events are often the
result of many people working in small
ways, together, over time, to set the con-
ditions for their arrival.

CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION

Following the publication of this essay, we
hosted a conversation on scaling innova-
tions in the public sector with PPL research
director, Judy Park Lee; Jimmy Chen of
Propel; Sophia Heller of the New York City
Administration for Children’s Services; and
Jamer Hunt of Parsons School of Design.
Together, they reflected on what it means
to design for scale and
discussed a range of dif- El
ferent approaches across F=an
government, technology, W
and complex systems.
Scan the QR code to
watch the recording.

Stop by to talk with

us about how we can
connect you to local
resources and services!

Food Stamps Housing and Rent
(SNAP) Assit

Y hE Y

Legal Help Employment Health and
(Immigration) Services Wellness

Stop by to talk with

ON VALUE

EASURING THE
NMEASURABLE

Design, Democracy, and the Limits of
Outcome Metrics

By Chelsea Mauldin

STATEMENT IN SUPPORT OF CLAIM

magine you're a veteran of the U.S. mili-
Itary. During your past deployments, you

had experiences with danger, violence,
or death that have had a lasting effect on
your wellbeing and your everyday activi-
ties. After years of encouragement from
your family and buddies, you've decided
to apply to the VA—the U.S. Department
of Veterans Affairs—for disability com-
pensation for the mental-health effects
of those in-service traumatic events. Now
you have to fill out a form to justify your
claim by describing what you experienced.

When the Public Policy Lab began a collab-
oration with the VA Center for Innovation
(VACI) in 2015, that form® asked veter-
ans to detail any “stressful incidents,” list
any citations or medals they’d received
because of the incidents, and also provide
the name, rank, and date of injury or death
of any servicepeople injured or Killed
during the incidents. A veteran told me
it felt like he was being asked to capital-
ize on the death of his friends to get help.
Other veterans and their family members
told us how filling out the form triggered
flashbacks and other mental-health crises.
A PDF was a source of felt and moral harm.

Our team at PPL learned about Form
21-0781 while leading research on how the
VA could best support veterans who were
experiencing significant mental-health
challenges.? At the time, an average of
twenty-two veterans per day were dying
by suicide, and VACI leadership was com-
mitted to providing better help. Over the
course of a year, we conducted in-person
research with veterans and family mem-
bers in five states; spoke with experts
and frontline staff at VA hospitals,
veteran-service organizations (VSOs), and
academic institutions; and worked closely
with a passionate, dedicated team at VA
headquarters. We produced a set of rec-
ommendations across three timeframes:
quick wins, pilot projects, and system
transformations. (One of the “quick wins’
we proposed was to redesign Form
21-0781.) You can read the report here.

Then the project was over. The veterans
we spoke with had expressed apprecia-
tion for being heard. VA staff had engaged
in a new kind of human-centered, design-
driven inquiry. Our partners had received
our work and promised to carry it forward.
At that moment in 2016, what was the
value of PPL’s work? And how would we
demonstrate it?

1. Form 21-0781, the revision
from August 2014, was also
known as the Statement in
Support of Claim for Service
Connection for Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder.

2. To learn more about this
project, Veteran Access to
Mental Health Services, visit
publicpolicylab.org/projects.
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TIMES, VALUES, SOCIETY, BODIES

“There is only one thing that seems dis-
cernible: we may say that radical evil has
emerged in connection with a system in
which all [people] have become equally
superfluous.”—Hannah Arendt, The Origins
of Totalitarianism

This blog post is about measurement of
value. This is not just an abstract ques-
tion: Philanthropic funders, whom we rely
on to cover a portion of our staff’s pay,
sometimes ask that PPL make a quantita-
tive case for a project’s future successful
impact. We typically undersatisfy them.
We can promise certain outputs (“deliver-
ables” is the inelegant term of art), and we
can (sometimes) estimate the potential
number of users of those outputs. But I'm
deeply reluctant for PPL to predict what
outcome, what value those users interact-
ing with those outputs will generate.

What’s the problem? Why don't we want
to propose metrics, then measure them?

Reflections on Practice: 2011-2020

First, the timelines. Neither philanthropies
nor governments will generally tolerate
the Public Policy Lab (or an external eval-
uator) spending five or ten years capturing
the effects of our interventions before
reporting outcomes. They want up-front
statements about the expected scale
of impact and timely reporting on com-
pletion. But the meaningful ripples from
our work—or from any work to change
a complex policy-delivery system—are
unpredictable and take years to spread, a
factor that econometricians refer to as “lag.”

Second, the preferred values. David
Graeber reminded us that ‘value’ is slip-
pery business—simultaneously meaning
and measurement. | am not opposed to
the collection of evidence—PPL's teams
dedicate significant resources to data col-
lection. The request for metrics, however,
is a mainly request for numbers about
how much time or money will be saved
or spent. | don’t believe that the utilitar-
ian signifiers of market economics should

be used to define public value in a democ-
racy. But dignity, equality, and freedom do
resist the easy quantification of minutes
or dollars.

Third, the attitude toward social real-
ity—what legal scholar Megan Stevenson
has called the “engineer’s view” of the
structure of the social world:® that
social change can be technologically
determined, tested, and measured. In
fact, as Stevenson demonstrates, fifty
years of randomized controlled trials of
social-policy interventions shows this is
largely a myth. Institutional processes
resist change, effect cascades are rare,
and context dependence limits replication.

This is absolutely true of PPLs work:
Recall the personal, political, and material
multiplicity of the public-service environ-
ments in which we operate, with hundreds
of thousands or millions of staff and
beneficiaries, each inhabiting their own
circumstances. We conduct real-world
pilots and formative evaluations of our
work all the time; we see, recurrently, that
the real social world resists any honest
claims that PPL can engineer interven-
tions that provably overcome reversion to
status quo, perform identically in different
environments, and generate predictable
outcomes. Claims of that kind also run
contrary to what, as human-centered
practitioners, we observe and celebrate:
the non-replicable particularity of each
individual’s context-specific experience.

Ultimately, standard approaches to meas-
urement ask for aggregations of reality,
abstracted from how that reality is lived
in specific human bodies. But one veter-
an’s experience of Form

21-0781 is not an aver- Standard approachesto measurement
ask for aggregations of reality,

age veteran’s experience:
It is that particular per-

MEASURING THE UNMEASURABLE

that the demand for stable, quantified,
machine-readable outcomes is not a
demand for truth—it is a values-based
demand for a representation of reality
that is legible to funders or administrators.
This demand systematically distorts what
happens when governance meets time
and democratic values and social scale
and a human body.

2,322,925 UNHAPPY MINUTES SAVED!

The win was not quick. In 2017 and 2021,
the VA released new versions of Form
21-0781. Some design changes were
made, but veterans were still asked to
describe how they saw people killed or
injured. Not until March 2024 did a fur-
ther revision introduce new language and
remove the request for descriptions of
harm. The form also now acknowledges
the difficulty of detailing trauma, saying,
“While providing this information may be
difficult, this information may help iden-
tify evidence to support your claim.”

| don't know if PPL's recommendations
in 2016 influenced the changes made in
2024, certainly, we are not the only people
who've worked with or at the VA who knew
the old form was causing harm. And what
no one knows—it is unknowable—is how
much veterans suffered because of the
form before 2024. Even how much the
individual feelings of the veterans who've
received the post-2024 form diverge from
what they would have felt if they had been
given the old form, that also is not mean-
ingfully quantifiable.

| could craft a numbers story: the number
of times that form has been submitted

son’s regret or anger or abstracted from how that reality is

grief. Those feelings are
neither wrong nor superflu-
ous—they’re accurate and
meaningful, as well as variable, subjec-
tive, and temporary. That is the nature
of human experience: We feel what we
feel when we feel it. Until we're replaced
by robots, citizens of democracies must
reasonably demand that definitions of
successful policy delivery respect that
the public is alive, in flesh.

What fifteen years of design prac-
tice in policy arenas has taught us is

lived in specific human bodies.

since it was redesigned, multiplied by
the official estimate from the Office of
Management and Budget of how many
fewer minutes it takes to fill out the 2024
form (supposedly twenty-five minutes
less than the 2014 version!), then tell you
X millions of presumably unhappy minutes
were saved.* But that population-level
measurement would not tell you anything
about the effect of the design change on

3. Stevenson expands on this
idea in her article, “Cause,
Effect, and the Structure

of the Social World,” which
was published in 2023 in the
Boston University Law Review.

4. Actually, | tried to do this
math. The VA doesn’t release
numbers of downloads or
submissions of specific claims
forms, but in fiscal year 2025
(October 1, 2024, to September
30, 2025), 92,917 new claims
for PTSD were approved. So
more than two million minutes
were purportedly saved in that
year alone.
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1 A PPL team visits a VA
medical center in Kansas to
conduct research.

5. Read Lee Becker’s article,
“What codifying the Veterans
Experience Office into law
means for CX in government,”
which was published in 2025,
on the Federal News Network.
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each person and their loved ones, which is
what actually matters.

There’s a further lagging impact of PPL’s
engagement with the VA: how we helped
change not just a form, but an agency.
We'd previously worked with VACI as an
advisor on the agency’s very first effort
at applying human-centered design, a
2014 project that came to be known as
Toward a Veteran-Centered VA. That led
to the mental-health project, and as that
work wrapped up in late 2015, we joined a
start-up team of external consultants sup-
porting the launch of the first dedicated
“customer” experience office in the fed-
eral government, the Veterans Experience
Office (VEO), and the development of the
VA Welcome Kit—efforts we captured in
another public-access report.

Subsequently, the VEQO’s efforts toimprove
service delivery have been tied to survey
results showing increased veteran trust
in the VA. In August 2025, almost exactly
ten years after the VEO project began,
the U.S. Congress passed the Improving
Veterans’ Experience Act, which “requires
that the VEO and a chief veterans’ expe-
rience officer be in place, that there are
sufficient staff and resources necessary
for CX initiatives, that the VA secretary
be advised about the accuracy and help-
fulness of consumer-facing VA materials...
and about opportunities to improve the
VA's customer service,” as former VEO
executive Lee Becker explains.®

| could pitch a story about how our pio-
neering nonprofit organization helped
launch a revolution in the way the VA
serves veterans, ultimately leading to
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federal legislation requiring an ongoing
commitment to improving veterans’ expe-
riences. But the real credit is much more
distributed, and the real story is ongoing:
Thousands of veterans have generously
shared their experiences and insights.
Thousands of professionals—both at
the VA and outside organizations—have
worked to create a more veteran-centered
approach to policy delivery. That work is
now felt, to an unknown and unknowable
degree, by VA staff and millions of mil-
lions of veterans. That work continues and
will never be done.

Sotoowith PPL’s practice. Our job requires
that we continuously develop our craft,
and our craft is the design of policies and
services that help people live more satis-
fying and meaningful lives. My hope is not
that we become better at generating met-
rics over the next fifteen years, but that
we become ever more skillful at deploy-
ing thoughtful, human-centered attempts
to deliver value.

CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION

As part of our PPL15 series, we hosted a con-
versation on the limits of measurement and
evaluation when assessing the impact of
public-sector interventions. PPL executive
director Chelsea Mauldin and other prac-
titioners reflected on the tension between
funders and administrators’ demand for
quantified outcomes and O e

the embodied experience
of humans. Scan the QR
code to watch a record-
ing of the discussion.
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THE HUMANITY
OF CHANGE-
MAKING

Supporting Government Partners
Through the Discomfort of Change

By John Buckley

s a nonprofit that partners with
Agovernments to improve the lived
experiences of our shared cli-
ents—the American public—we often
find ourselves pushing against rigid

government systems. That can be an
uncomfortable role.

Government agencies typically hire ven-
dors to do a very specific thing: analyze
a dataset, run a survey, produce a report.
Their procurement systems are designed
for clear scopes with familiar methods
that lead to predictable outputs.

But much of our work sits in a different
space. We are often contracted to iden-
tify novel ways of addressing systemic
or operational challenges. We conduct
discovery research to help understand
complex systems in order to design
interventions—such as new workflows,
products, or programs—that are not
always obvious before the project begins.

For program officers and procurement
specialists, this can be a complete para-
digm shift. Fixed government processes
have numerous benefits, not least risk
reduction and processing efficiencies.
Reimagining systems in collaboration

with other agencies, departments, stake-
holders, contracted providers, staff, and
service users exposes institutions to
risk—which can result in uncertainty and
stress for government partners.

CREATING THE CONDITIONS FOR
CHANGE

There has been a seismic growth in aware-
ness and acceptance of applying design
methodologies to solve systemic public
service challenges over the fifteen years
of PPL’'s existence. The idea of involving
communities and frontline staff in the
redesign of public systems has become
commonplace. Where my colleagues and |
would once speak about “why” it is impor-
tant to do this work, we now communicate
“how” to do it.

But even with this growing acceptance,
we continue to influence those in posi-
tions of power: sometimes advocating for
including other key system stakeholders
in our partnerships; sometimes pushing
for deeper engagement with service users
and frontline staff; sometimes introducing
research methods that center participants’
stories alongside administrative data
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1. NYCHA is the largest public
housing authority in North
America. Its goal is to provide
decent, affordable housing
for low-and moderate-income
New Yorkers. As of 2023,
NYCHA housed one in sixteen
New Yorkers.

2. A time-and-motion study is a
business efficiency technique
that combines a “time study”
(measuring how long a task
takes) with “motion study”
(analyzing the movements
used). By breaking down
tasks into measurable steps,
organizations can eliminate
unnecessary actions, optimize
workflows, and reduce costs.

4 A PPL researcher observes a
NYCHA caretaker during a shift.
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analysis; and sometimes advocating for
interventions that shift power toward the
people most affected by policy decisions.

Additionally, as a public-service nonprofit,
our mission is to improve public services
for as many people as possible. Therefore,
unlike private companies, we seek to
ensure learnings and outputs from our
projects with individual cities and states
are made available to any other jurisdic-
tions that could benefit from the work.
Those of you with experience in gov-
ernment procurement can imagine the
challenges this novel goal poses during
the contracting process!

All of these changes to the status quo
require the agreement and support of
partners who can bend those rigid gov-
ernment systems. Therefore, before we
pick up the pen to design interventions,
we need to bring our partners along to
ensure the right conditions are in place.

EVALUATING ALTERNATIVE WORK
SCHEDULES

One project, early in my time here at PPL,
helped us understand just how important
it is to be thoughtful when introducing
new mindsets and ways of working to
our partners.

Reflections on Practice: 2011-2020

In 2020, the New York City Housing
Authority (NYCHA)* engaged PPL to eval-
uate a change to the work schedules of
its caretaker workforce. Caretakers clean
and maintain  NYCHA's buildings and
grounds across hundreds of properties.
For many years, most worked a traditional
daytime schedule. NYCHA had recently
introduced staggered shifts so caretakers
could be present in the early morning and
late evening—something residents had
long requested. After this new “alterna-
tive work schedule” had been in place for
some time, the agency wanted to better
understand how it was functioning.

When NYCHA solicited proposals for
this evaluation, they requested three
components: statistical analysis of admin-
istrative data, a time-and-motion study?
of caretaker tasks, and qualitative inter-
views with staff and residents.

It was a thoughtful scope. But as we got to
better understand their ambitions for the
work, we saw opportunities to add nuance.
For example, time-and-motion studies are
often most effective in environments where
tasks are standardized, such as in man-
ufacturing plants or distribution centers.
Caretaker work is very different. The size of
aproperty, the number of residents, the con-
dition of the grounds, and even the weather
can shape how a given task unfolds. So, we
suggested a few adjustments.

First, instead of conducting interviews
and observing tasks separately, we pro-
posed ride-along interviews where we
could speak with caretakers while accom-
panying them during their shifts. This
would help us understand the context
behind the tasks we were observing and
allow conversations to arise more organ-
ically, which was important because
morale and accountability were believed
to be key challenges.

Second, on learning that a key goal of
our evaluation and recommendations
was to align NYCHA leadership on a
shared understanding and direction, we
suggested documenting portions of the
fieldwork through photos, audio, and
video. We believed storytelling through
rich multimedia could ensure that the
realities of caretaker work didn’t get lost
in spreadsheets or transcripts.

Our proposal to not center the time-and-
motion studies and to record video and

audio clips of the caretakers’ work was
met with mixed feelings within NYCHA.
Given that we were first-time collabora-
tors, we had not yet earned the full trust
of our government partners. Additionally,
these changes required further approvals
of our consent forms and other admin-
istrative tasks for our partners. Large
public entities face significant privacy con-
cerns when collecting recordings of staff
and residents, and NYCHA could not take
our proposed approach lightly. But after
persistence on our part to demonstrate the
benefits of this approach, and a genuine
openness to try new things on the part of
our NYCHA partners, we were able to com-
bine several complementary lenses. We:

¢ analyzed administrative datatoidentify
overtime patterns across the workforce;

¢ conducted time-and-motion observa-
tions to document how tasks unfolded
in practice;

¢ interviewed caretakers as they moved
through buildings and any outdoor
spaces; and

¢ documented the work environment
through photos, audio, and video.

Ultimately, this broader research approach
was effective. NYCHA leaders, upon seeing
the multimedia research outputs backed
up by quantitative analysis, appreciated
the limitations of the time-and-motion
study, understood the behavioral and rela-
tional effects of the new work schedule,
and were ultimately convinced to act on
our key recommendations. Given the hard

. s e BT T
e THE RUMANITY OFlGHANGE MAKING T
T 15 1
T 5 Sy

push we made for leaning into the quali-
tative arguments, my colleagues and | let
out a sigh of relief that we had made the
right call in those planning stages.

The project ultimately taught me a great
deal about what it takes to bring partners
through change. Our process disrupted
their expectations and anticipated ways
of working, and they had been navigat-
ing uncertainty throughout the project.
Looking across other projects, we began to
realize that this experience was not unique
to our partners at NYCHA.

SUPPORTING OUR PARTNERS’
EMOTIONAL JOURNEY

During a team debrief after the project,
we realized that while the design process
is familiar and safe for us, our approach
had made our partners uneasy, especially
given the high stakes of the work. They
eventually came around to our methods,
but only after going through a journey of
different emotions.

Looking across our projects, we saw
that new partners often move through a
recognizable, predictable emotional arc:
Excitement at kickoff turns to overwhelm
as we engage their staff and service users.
Then, a wave of relief hits when we iden-
tify suitable interventions. We realized
how important it was to help our partners
move through that uncertainty while con-
tinuing to focus on our core design brief.

Since then, we've built several practices
to address the points in the process that
may feel uncomfortable for our partners:

T —
F ‘-L

1 NYCHA caretakers maintain

their buildings and grounds
across hundreds of properties.
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3. An example of this approach

is The People Say, an online
research platform where

policymakers and practitioners

can hear from older adults

navigating public systems.

e Qur proposals now include expecta-
tion-setting language that outlines
our approach of exploring project
challenges with multiple lenses, the
anticipated staff time required to sup-
port the design-research process, the
importance of storytelling to ensure the
participants’ voices are heard in the halls
of power, and our prefer-

with normal government ways of doing
things. The humans who do the important
daily work of government bring different
expectations, constraints, and ways of
understanding change. This means that
earning trust, generating buy-in, trans-
lating jargon, and helping them navigate
uncertainty are central parts of our work.

ence to make learnings It is incumbent on those who seek to
and outputs available  qrjye change to recognize that the

for other jurisdictions.

Setting these expecta- approaches we are championing
tions upfront provides e often at odds with normal

clarity to our partners.

We provide our PPL
project teams with
partner-facing materials that help
new partners anticipate potential
challenges and emotions they might
experience during the project. These
resources have two benefits: they help
partners see those moments as part
of the journey rather than a sign that
something has gone wrong, and they
build our partners’ general capacity
in, and understanding of, the human-
centered design process.

We've doubled down on capturing
photo, audio, and video documenta-
tion during our research. We name this
practice in proposals, share examples
of multimedia outputs with partners,
and ask participants whether they
consent to us collecting this data and
sharing it publicly to inform broader
policymaking.When participants agree,
we use these clips to raise their voices
to decision-makers.®

INFLUENCING FROM THE OUTSIDE IN

It isincumbent on those who seek to drive
change to recognize that the approaches
we are championing are often at odds
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government ways of doing things.

It is not easy for an external nonprofit part-
ner to push large public institutions to try
something new. Government systems are
built around established processes and
familiar tools, often for good reasons. But
some of our greatest value-add has been
when we can bring a fresh perspective to an
open-minded partner. tisin those situations,
where we can influence both institutional
culture and service delivery, that our organ-
ization makes its biggest impacts.

CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION

As part of the PPL15 series, we hosted an
in-person conversation at our PPL Midwest
office in Chicago on influencing change in
the public sector. Panelists Abigail Sullivan of
the City of Chicago’s Office of the Mayor, Alan
Brouilette of the Office of the Illinois State
Treasurer (formerly of 18F), and PPL executive
director Chelsea Mauldin .
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