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My motivations to study design

Although it seems a long time ago, my earliest desires were to be an artist. This passion was
sparked with my Grandmother patently teaching me to draw facial expressions on the blank-
headed stick figures I'd been scribbling as a pre-schooler. It evolved with enrolment into every high
school art class available and sleepless nights joyfully creating imaginary scenes in oil paints.
Naturally, I enrolled into a media arts degree after school that I assumed would provide the

commercial reality for a creative career.

However, towards the end of that first year of study, I had some kind of empty feeling about what
we were being led into. It seemed like there was a choice between either leading a life of rebellion
creating something from your own individual vision (and being poor but happy), or creating
something from someone else’s vision in a commercial setting (and being rich but guilty)! I had a
vision of a different life; one where I could work with a group of people in a position of leadership
to improve the way we live. To apply creativity not to aesthetic ideals but to the design of things

that are meaningful in our lives.

This idea led me to study communications, including content streams in creative communications
and corporate social responsibility. Then onto work in private sector roles in stakeholder
engagement and community relations, and later to provide communications and strategic projects
advice within a government regulator. These roles all involved working with complex, multi-
stakeholder problems. There always seemed to be some incremental progress made against these
problems, although it was never clear how to best go about this. Although valiant efforts were being
applied, businesses and governments were still failing to bring about meaningful solutions to

entrenched problems.

The question of how organisations can embrace diverse stakeholder perspectives and find new
solutions in complex scenarios brought me back to the idea of design. At the time, design thinking
had entered the public lexicon as offering creative processes and methods to solve problems.
However, as | have explored design more deeply through this research degree, I can understand
design as a new way to see, think and act in order to bring about meaningful change within complex
systems (Dorst 2015b). This is exactly the kind of design I was intuitively seeking in my post-high
school studies, which has evolved from the traditional design practice that [ was being trained in
(Jones 2013). This type of design is also very different to the conventional problem-solving
approaches within our current organisations that is no longer capable to address the increasingly

complex problems we face (Dorst 2015b)
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This thesis is a result of my explorations into conventional problem-solving practice within a
government regulator, the nature of these complex problems and why we keep failing to address
them, and systemic design practices that can help us to create positive change in the most complex
systems and environments (Jones 2013). It is also a stamp on my newly formed professional

identity - as an artist in meaningful social change; as a systemic designer.
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The research environment

This research was conducted in two environments—within the UTS Design Innovation research
centre (and alongside the sister Designing Out Crime research centre) as well as within the
Australian Government regulatory agency that is the subject of this research. In line with research
agreements, the regulatory agency is not named in this research and is referred to by an alias
‘Agency X'. This co-location enabled a rich learning position with information being gathered and

made sense of within two very different organisational contexts.

The UTS Design Innovation research centre is a transdisciplinary centre focussed on innovative,
design-oriented research with the potential to transform the companies we work for and the cities
in which we live. The centre forms part of the UTS Creative Intelligence Strategy. The centre
progresses two main design methodologies - design-led innovation, which is mainly focussed on
business growth and competitiveness in the private sector; and frame creation, which is mainly

focused on complex problem solving in the public sector (Thurgood et al. 2015).

Agency X is an Australian Government regulator responsible for ensuring quality of goods and
services provided by a specific business sector. The business sector being regulated is large and
very diverse, ranging from small family operated businesses to large multi-national enterprises.
The customer base of the regulated sector is also extremely diverse. [ was also employee of the
Agency X from 2011 until late 2016, most recently as an officer working at a strategic level with
executive managers in the agency. The research component was conducted part time and outside of
my regular duties. Being embedded as an employee in Agency X enabled me to understand
regulatory problem-solving practices and the genuine challenges in achieving innovation within a

public-sector context.
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Abstract

Government regulatory agencies are important stakeholders in addressing complex societal
problems and are beginning to recognise that these kinds of problems cannot be managed using
traditional regulatory tools. This master’s thesis seeks to understand the current practice of a
regulatory agency in addressing a complex problem and to determine whether this can be
supported by methods from the field of systemic design. Existing regulatory problem-solving
practices are examined and their limitations for addressing complex social problems are identified
when viewed alongside concepts from systems thinking and complexity theory. A qualitative case
study is then conducted within an Australian Government regulatory agency to understand their
current practice in addressing complex problems and the various contextual influences. Systemic
design practice is examined as alternative way to address complex problems. A comparison of the
findings from the current regulatory practice with systemic design principles identifies numerous
opportunities to introduce systemic design into regulatory practice. A specific systemic design
intervention is developed to trial within the regulatory context. This is applied within a second case
study in the regulatory agency to understand the design outcomes, benefits and limitations of the
intervention. The thesis concludes that systemic design principles and methods have the potential
to support regulatory agencies to navigate compartmentalised governance systems by establishing
a shared frame of reference to problems and the co-design of new responses. It proposes that the
incorporation of systems thinking and complexity theories within design methods increases the
likelihood of them being taken seriously in the government sector and that methods need to be

tested and adapted further to enable integration within existing regulatory practice.

xiii






	Title Page
	Certificate of authorship
	My motivations to study design
	Table of contents
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	Abstract



