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What is 
Policy Lab?



Our mission is to radically improve 
policymaking through design, 
innovation and people-centred 
approaches

Policy Lab X Disability Unit (Cabinet 
Office)  ethnographic fieldwork to explore 
the lived experiences of disabled people 
(2019-20).



We support the public sector to achieve 
better policy outcomes by partnering on 
innovative projects, leading and 
demonstrating best practice, and 
delivering training.

Policy Lab X Department for Transport 
using virtual reality to allow policymakers 
and stakeholders to experience different 
street designs around the world (2018).

Read more

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2020/05/13/seeing-it-feeling-it-video-conferencing-it-what-policy-can-learn-from-participatory-art-and-design-social-distancing/


We are a multi-
disciplinary 
government 
innovation team

Anthropologist
Artist
Behavioural insights researcher
Communication designer
Curator
Design leader
Design researcher
Ethnographer
Film maker
Finance guru
Policy maker
Music ethnologist
Scientist
Service designer
Strategy designer
Social designer
Social researcher
Speculative designer
Visual anthropologist

+ Graduates
+ PhDs



Our world is increasingly complex and 
ambiguous, full of interrelations and 
uncertainties. 

Our methods help policymakers 
understand and untangle complexity.

Policy Lab X Department for Business 
Energy and Industrial Strategy project using 
system mapping to understand carbon 
emissions from industrial clusters (2019).

Read more

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2020/05/13/seeing-it-feeling-it-video-conferencing-it-what-policy-can-learn-from-participatory-art-and-design-social-distancing/


Our approach enables policymakers to 
challenge assumptions about how people 
interact with policies and test different 
solutions to understand what works.

Policy Lab X HM Courts and Tribunal 
Services project using speculative 
design to challenge and test citizens’ 
ideas about ‘open justice’ - the principle 
that justice should be done openly and 
transparently.

Read more

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2019/11/01/using-speculative-design-to-explore-the-future-of-open-justice/


Since 2014, we have partnered 
with policy teams on over 190 
projects, working with 9,000 
public servants across central 
and local government 
departments and agencies, as 
well as internationally.

We are a multi-award winning 
team, and one of the world’s 
longest-standing government 
Labs dedicated to policy 
innovation. British Embassy

Zagreb
British Embassy
Buenos Aires



Discover Define Develop Deliver

Outcome

Co-design
User research

Ethnography

Systems mapping

Participatory making

Speculative design

In-depth 
Interviews

Prototyping

Serious Games

Stress testing

Foresight

Public engagement

User testing

Our approach and methods

Challenge 
setting

Discover DevelopDefine Deliver 
  



Iterative, ‘fail 
fast’ design 
approach to de-
risk decision 
making and invite 
new ideas



What’s next 
practice? 

We have identified  the 
emerging methods and 
approaches that can 
improve and disrupt 
policymaking 



Diagram from Paul Cairney (2020, 
also available here)

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2013/11/11/policy-concepts-in-1000-words-the-policy-cycle-and-its-stages/


Existing & Emerging policy approaches

Existing & 
Emerging 
policy 
making 
approaches 
were  
mapped 
against the 
policy cycle 
and their 
assumed 
acceptability 
within the 
civil service.



11 + 1 
experimental 

methods 



What’s next 
practice? 

We have identified  the 
emerging methods and 
approaches that can 
improve and disrupt 
policymaking 



Illustrations by Toby Melville-Brown (He/ Him).

https://tobymelvillebrown.com/
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Add the water project 

Applying speculative design to 
show aspects of a radically 
transformed system



CONTEXT



Why decision making?

Following the development of the 2045 Environmental Target Scenarios, 
Water colleagues from across Defra Group examined a ‘transformed’ 
England and identified decision-making as a  ‘critical node’ that could 
bring about significant change. 

https://vimeo.com/520934119/824d410588


Why take an experimental and artistic approach?

Transformations, in their truest form, are hard to imagine. The current system 
suppresses our ability to conceive of something we haven’t seen before being 
materially realised. 

To counter this challenge, Policy Lab and Defra Futures partnered together to 
create a set of futures by trialling new, experimental methods. These 
provocations aimed to demonstrate alternative possibilities. 





Changing Course Forum

The Changing Course Forum held at Somerset House in June 2023, 
introduced a series of possible transformations in future water 
system decision making, including: 

● Future Soundings, by Uninvited Guests
● The Roding Interspecies Council, with Moral Imaginations
● The Ecological Intelligence Agency, by Superflux
● Natural Resilience Civic Service, by Policy Lab
● Riparian Citizens Festival, by Policy Lab



The Roding Interspecies 
Council

In April 2023, we worked with Moral Imaginations 
to run an Interspecies Council alongside the River 
Roding, the first ever Interspecies Council to be 
commissioned by a central Government 
department.

24 participants formed the Interspecies Council, 
including a local EA catchment coordinator, local 
council representatives, community action 
groups, artists and residents as well as the 
project team.

Moral Imaginations is founded and directed by 
Phoebe Tickell
 

https://www.moralimaginations.com/
http://www.phoebetickell.com/


Home // Uninvited Guests (uninvited-guests.net)

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1pmYydEOFSAS-6TwwxfC_3nyAPEZpgFdF/view
https://www.uninvited-guests.net/home/


THE ECOLOGICAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY: 
Aligning With Ecological Intelligence For A 
Flourishing Planet 

Created by Superflux 

https://superflux.in/




The Riparian Citizen’s 
Festival

Created by Nina Cutler, 

Policy Lab

https://spaces.rca.ac.uk/naturesway/team/nina-cutler/


The role of art in decision-making

The assumption is that using the arts to translate scientific findings would 
increase participation by engaging a wide audience and create a greater 
gravitational pull towards issues that otherwise go unseen or are not fully 
understood. Today, understanding of the rivers and other freshwater bodies 
often relies on an ability to access and interpret complex data. In this future, 
knowledge is hypothetically made more accessible to all. 



Natural Resilience 
Civic Service

Created by Ben Peppiatt, Policy Lab

https://benpeppiatt-creative.com/About


The Natural Resilience Civic Service (NRCS) imagines a future in which 
people are given a greater role in decision-making, earned by building 
knowledge and expertise through active engagement with, and 
experience of, a local waterway. The speculative program would create 
new pathways for citizen-stewards into decision-making forums and 
would diversify the kinds of legitimate knowledge that are applied to 
decision.

Drawing on principles of long-term thinking, greater transparency and 
localised decision making, the concept builds towards the idea that citizens 
would ultimately become ‘qualified’ to represent the voice of their local 
waterway in a variety of settings, including businesses, local councils and 
national government.







Impact so far

The aim of the project was to help stretch thinking and imagine 
what possible transformations could look like. 

Since the Changing Course forum:

- proposals are being developed to explore and develop the 
National Resilience Civic Service speculation further

- Policy Lab participated in the Drinkable Waters panel, hosted 
by University Arts London, to discuss the methods used

- The speculations have been presented to senior leadership in 
the civil service. 





Experimental 
policy design methods



Thank you!
team@policylab.gov.uk

@PolicyLabUK

openpolicy.blog.gov.uk

linktr.ee/policylabuk

gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit

mailto:team@policylab.gov.uk
https://twitter.com/PolicyLabUK
https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit
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