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INTRODUCTION  
 

Undertaking change in an organizational setting is always difficult. A well-known fact is that 70% of all 
change initiatives fail.1 The reasons include: lack of buy-in or ownership, lack of fit between change-
state and change methodologies, lack of communication and more. In terms of helping overcome some 
of these issues and produce more effective and sustainable change initiatives, Design Thinking offers 
us a number of useful methodological techniques and processes. One of the most useful is that of co-
design. Co-design can be an important tool in the change management toolbox.  

Co-design is: 

A process of designing solutions with the people that will use or deliver a product or service. 

Generally used in service design – particularly in the public sector – the process of co-design helps 
realize better alignment of services with end-user needs. A primary element of design thinking, co-
design is marked by the following characteristics:  

1. Observation 

2. Collaboration 

3. Iterations that enable fast learning 

4. Visualization of ideas 

5. Rapid concept prototyping 

The value of using a co-design is not only that participants create a ‘fit-for-purpose’ product or service 
but also that the process increases stakeholder buy-in and ownership. 

Both of these values are key to successfully creating, implementing and embedding change. In 
traditional co-design processes the main end-users are both employees and clients or consumers. 
When using co-design for a change process, the main end-users are the employees of the 
organization.  Although they are not the primary focus, clients and consumers also ought to be involved 
in co-design, as any change process generally will affect them. 

Traditionally, change processes are initiated when leaders identify circumstances (changes in consumer 
sentiment, a change in technologies, changes in market share, etc.) that demand different actions from 
the organization. Leaders decide upon a future state and then communicate it to stakeholders – 

																																								 																					
1 Washington, M. and Hacker, M., (2005) "Why change fails: knowledge counts", Leadership & Organization Development 
Journal, Vol. 26 Iss: 5, pp.400 – 411.  
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including employees – and then commence a change process. Stakeholders are passive participants, 
receivers of change. However, as many authors have shown, this approach often fails due to a lack of 
effective communication and a related lack of buy-in or ownership.  

Co-design, in contrast, brings employees, end-users, consumers and other stakeholders into the 
process as active participants from the beginning. Co-design is more than involving stakeholders in 
planning change. Co-design means involving them in deciding the future state to be achieved. 

In summary, the co-design of a change process would involve these steps:  

1. Realizing the need for organizational change  

2. Co-design of the future state 

3. Co-design of change plans 

4. Deployment of change plans 

5. Collaborative embedding of change 

 

REALIZING THE NEED FOR ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 
 

Before taking steps to define the future state or the methodologies to use to achieve that state, an 
organization first has to realize that changes, and also a change process, are required. It is critical that 
leaders develop their sense of the type of situations that require a change process. In some cases, the 
need for change, and a change process, is obvious – such as when your company is being acquired or 
is merging with another firm. In many cases, however, the need for change is not so obvious.  

In our work, we often use a range of examples to help people understand where a change process 
might be required in their organization. These include:  

1. Your organization is hiring a new CEO or making changes in the executive leadership team 

2. Your organization is expanding – geographically or into new markets and product sectors 

3. You are implementing a new technology platform in your organization 

4. Employees are leaving to work for competitors 

5. You are losing market share  
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CO-DESIGN OF THE FUTURE STATE 
 

In traditional change management processes, senior leadership defines the future state. Once this 
future state has been developed, change managers work backwards from the final state to create the 
change plan. In this approach, the change plan is first and foremost concerned with the vital work of 
building the buy-in or ownership of the future state and associated change plan with various 
stakeholders, including employees, consumers, suppliers etc. In this approach, then, buy-in and 
ownership is something achieved once the change state has been decided. Stakeholders may or may 
not agree with the future state or feel that it represents an ideal, mutually beneficial solution. Success 
hinges upon whether or not stakeholders accept; stakeholder buy-in to a pre-determined future 
becomes the key risk to be managed. As we have seen, lack of stakeholder buy-in and ownership is a 
primary failure point for change processes. 

Co-design is based on the belief that each stakeholder group has a different value that they bring to the 
organization as well as a different perspective on the most appropriate future state for the organization. 
This is because each of these stakeholders – leaders, employees, consumers, etc. – are experts in their 
own experience and are best placed to speak for their role in the operation of the organization. The role 
of the change management facilitator is to provide these individuals and groups with the most 
appropriate mechanism for expressing themselves. 

When using a co-design approach, stakeholders are not asked to accept a pre-determined future. In co-
design, stakeholders are intricately involved in the design process itself – they perform a critical role in 
defining the future state. By the very act of contributing to the future state, stakeholders are able to 
develop buy-in on their own. Co-design is a means to inviting stakeholders to take ownership; co-design 
is a process that creates buy-in organically.2 This is one of the key differences in utilizing a co-design 
approach.  

The other key difference, we would argue, is the appropriateness of the future state identified. If 
stakeholders do not agree with the pre-determined future state, forcing compliance will have serious 
repercussions. During co-design, stakeholders negotiate a future state that will work for the whole 
organization. But co-design offers another benefit. Co-design taps into the collective wisdom and 
creativity of all stakeholders. Navigating the differences in opinion, casting a broad net to capture ideas 
and holding the difficult conversations helps us to create more sustainable solutions. In our opinion, the 
use of a co-design process allows stakeholders to create a future state that is more appropriately 
matched to the real needs and resources of the organization and is more sustainable overall. Both of 

																																								 																					
2 Kieslinger, B., Pata, K. & Fabian, C. (2009). A Participatory Design Approach for the Support of Collaborative Learning and 
Knowledge Building in Networked Organizations. International Journal of Advanced Corporate Learning (iJAC), 2(3), 34-38. 
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these differences, the benefits of co-design, can be traced to the participation of a broader stakeholder 
base in defining the future state. 

The initial starting point for both more traditional approaches and a co-design approach are the same in 
that they require data (preferably from a range of sources – both qualitative and quantitative) which 
outlines why a change is required – changing market conditions, new technologies, changing 
geographic focus etc. It is once this data is gathered that the key differences between the two 
approaches emerge. 

There are two main tools utilized in co-design that differ from more traditional approaches. These two 
tools are prototyping and enactment.  

1. Prototyping – is the rapid creation and testing of different future state configurations, structures 
and processes  

2. Enactment – stakeholders draw upon the concepts of role-playing and theatrical play in order to 
test the prototypes and validate the ideas behind the prototypes 

Learning from the enactment process can then be fed back into new iterations of prototyping – learning 
from what worked and what didn’t to create more appropriate prototypes. These tools can thus be 
deployed and utilized in a number of iterations as learning is achieved until a future state is agreed 
upon. 

The process of wider stakeholder engagement3 and iterative learning are the hallmarks of the co-design 
process. They help validate and refine the future state as well as the change needs in a controlled 
environment while also creating stronger stakeholder buy-in and ownership – which is vital to any 
successful change process. At the end of this part of the co-design process, a robust and well-formed 
future state will have been developed with strong buy-in and ownership from all stakeholders. 

We must point out that any change process, including one that incorporates co-design, must be paired 
with a detailed communication program. A communications program should be comprised of regular 
and consistent organization-wide messaging, leadership messaging, coaching support for leaders to 
help them lead through the change and opportunities for leaders to talk frankly with teams and 
individuals.  

 

																																								 																					
3 Ramaswamy, V., (2008) "Co-creating value through customers' experiences: the Nike case", Strategy & Leadership, Vol. 36 
Iss: 5, pp.9 – 14.  
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CO-DESIGN OF CHANGE PLANS 
 

The primary challenge of moving from future state design to developing a change plan is to make sure 
intent and actions are connected, and that stakeholders see the connection between the two. Our plans 
do not always uphold the intent of our vision. It is hard to make our visions real. By using co-design, we 
invite stakeholders to create valid plans will make our future state a reality. In prototyping, we test our 
ideas to ensure that we will get the right results. Furthermore, it is not enough to get over the hurdles of 
building buy-in to the need for change as well as the buy-in to the future state. Stakeholders also need 
to buy into the plans that make the change operational. Co-design is a way to build this buy-in while 
avoiding cognitive disconnects and misalignment of actions and intentions.  

The two primary benefits to using co-design when developing a future state are also important when 
developing change plans. Co-design:  

• Helps achieve greater buy-in and ownership by those affected by the change process as they 
are involved in the co-design process 

• Helps build a sustainable, fit-for-purpose solution because those involved often have knowledge 
from the ‘shop floor’, which management may not have, about what changes are actually 
required at the various levels of the organization. 

That said, there are differences between having a high level of participation and it being a free-for-all. 
This is where it becomes advantageous to have an experienced practitioner guide you through the 
process of developing multiple ideas, creating prototypes and actively trialing potential solutions. In 
developing plans, it is important to generate many options, help stakeholders fully understand the 
strengths and weaknesses of each option, and through prototyping help stakeholders get a better feel – 
literally – for the merits of each option. Armed with detailed knowledge of the pros and cons of the 
options available, stakeholders will be able to make informed choices about the best way forward. 

Prototyping is an experiential learning experience that generates data that can then be collected and 
roughly catalogued to give structure to decision making. Prototyping during the planning process is 
iterative and can occur over a number of days or weeks depending on the size of the stakeholder 
groups involved. The end result will be a plan that stakeholders feel confident will bring about the 
desired future state, a plan that they already buy into and own.  
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DEPLOYMENT OF CHANGE PLANS 
 

Once a future state has been agreed and change plans have been developed, the next step is putting 
this all into action.  

If co-design has been used in combination with a rigorous communication plan, by this point in time 
there will be a relatively high degree of understanding among stakeholders and across the organization 
of the need for change – and the plans to make that change happen. This helps overcome another main 
impediment to successful change: uncertainty – the fear of the unknown.4  

The use of stakeholders in the creation of change plans will have also created a sub-set of stakeholders 
who are able to act as ‘change champions’. These champions are able to help put the change plans into 
practice while coaching other stakeholders through the process. In this respect, the involvement of 
stakeholders yields ‘champions’ – who are a skilled and knowledgeable cadre of individuals able to 
ensure the successful diffusion of the change across the organization as well as help maintain the 
momentum of the change process.  

From this point forward, co-design is more closely aligned with more traditional change management 
processes. The main difference is that co-design may involve more iteration during deployment. The 
goal, in any case, is to build on the relationships and social capital accrued by stakeholders who 
participated in the earlier co-design stages. Issues of communication will remain paramount throughout 
this process to ensure that people continue to remain informed of the changes being undertaken, and of 
those to come. A commitment to clear and regular communication of both the future state and the 
actions to be taken in achieving this will help defuse the fear and negative emotional content that can 
often accompany change events.  

During deployment, monitoring and evaluation of the actions taken are vital. The resulting data should 
be analyzed regularly, preferably weekly. The data is then used to fine-tune actions and ensure the 
appropriateness of solutions as they are progressively deployed across the organization. This iterative 
approach to design and rollout then is a key component of co-design approaches.  

It would be an over-statement to say that once this stage of the process is achieved then the rest of the 
process is easy. Nonetheless, one of the key advantages of the co-design approach is that by laying a 
broader and more participatory platform throughout the entire change process, the later stages are 
comparatively less difficult. And, more importantly, co-design will help increase long-term sustainability 
of change efforts because of the use of more perspectives and the focus solutions that are appropriate 
for all stakeholders.  
																																								 																					
4 Allen, J., Jimmieson, N. L., Bordia, P. and Irmer, B. E. (2007) Uncertainty during organizational change: Managing 
perceptions through communication. Journal of Change Management, 7 2: 187-210.  
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EMBEDDING OF CHANGE 
 

In some respects, the end of a change process is really the beginning. Once the various organizational 
changes have been put into place that together constitute the future state then the real work begins. 
Organizational change is never pursued just for its own sake. Change happens because new ways of 
work need to be put into practice, new products need to be manufactured, new customers need to be 
acquired, and more. In this respect, once the change process is complete the organization is ready to 
begin the real work – building on those changes to be more successful, effective and efficient.  

One of the more important aspects of this section of a change process is the ongoing use of monitoring 
and evaluation – beyond the achievement of the future state – to enable the communication and 
optimization of what works well and what could work better. At the end of the change process the 
organization’s stakeholders will begin to use the new systems, structures, process and behaviors that 
constitute the organizational change. In doing this they will, more than likely, be engaging with the 
organization in a different – sometimes a very different – way. Employees may be utilizing a new 
workflow process on the shop floor, suppliers may use a very different purchasing system, or 
consumers may be learning about a new product offering.  

The key point to note is that things will be new, and as a result there will be teething problems that the 
prototypes may not have predicted. This is inevitable. The point, however, is to both minimize these 
problems and have the systems in place to ensure that they are picked up and dealt with as quickly and 
as efficiently as possible. The ongoing use of monitoring and evaluation systems helps to ensure that 
data is collected and fed back to the appropriate area so that the necessary tweaks and shifts can be 
made. Like the deployment process, where data from monitoring and evaluation is analyzed regularly, 
so too in this embedding stage the also data needs to analyzed regularly AND acted on.  

This is one of the key areas where we have seen change processes fall over – right at the end. People 
become complacent with the change and, to use a sports metaphor, ‘take their eye off the ball’. It’s not 
enough to just collect data on the new processes and structures – people need to be empowered to act 
on this data. This is where some of the processes implemented previously in the co-design process 
make it possible to gain the feedback needed to help embed the change. The ongoing feedback loops 
through real-time data analysis that underpinned the proto-typing and deployment processes stand the 
organization in good stead if these practices continue to be supported in the organization, as they will 
allow a space for ongoing adaptability and change within the organization. In a sense then, this final 
embedding step will then be the pre-cursor for sourcing the data upon which the next change process 
will depend.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

Co-design is an important tool in any change management process. The increased legitimacy and 
appropriateness of the future state and the means to achieve this, which co-design helps bring about, 
point to why utilizing co-design processes in any change event can be an effective means to address 
some of the most common failure points of change processes.  

Some of the additional values that co-design brings to any organization are the relationships and social 
capital accrued by stakeholders who participate in the co-design process. In this respect, co-design is 
not only a useful tool for change management, co-design has a broader value as a means to bring 
change forward, so that ownership and buy-in are developed more readily and from the very beginning 
of any change process.  

The process we have described in this White Paper shows how co-design, as a technique, helps 
provide the ownership, legitimacy and appropriateness of design that enables an organization to stay 
nimble and truly become a learning organization. Co-design can be seen as part of a broader circle of 
innovation and continuous improvement – based on stakeholder involvement – that can help underpin 
an organization’s ongoing quest for greater success, effectiveness and efficiency.  

 

 

 

 


