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Our mission is to radically 
improve policy making 
through design, innovation 
and people-centred 
approaches.



We bring multidisciplinary 
expertise to help teams 

understand the present, 
imagine the future and 

design ways to achieve the 
policy impact they intend.



Our methods are grounded in 
evidence, participation and 
experimentation. 
They draw on diverse 
perspectives, tackle 
complexity and build 
consensus. 



Our work with commissioners

Since 2014, we have partnered with 
more than 7,000 civil servants on 
over 180 policy development and 
innovation projects. We work across 
central and local government 
departments and agencies, as well 
as with organisations outside of 
government and internationally. 



Some of the 180 projects we have led, include:

● Engaging the public on social housing standards after 
the tragic Grenfell fire. 

● Meeting the needs of parents and carers through early 
years support. 

● Catalysing cross-government working on new insights 
from fast-emerging genomics science.

● Facilitating stakeholder participation and consensus on 
a platform for young people to engage in consultations.

● Instigating change in complex systems to improve 
outcomes for adults facing multiple disadvantage. 

Our portfolio spans social, environmental, 
economic and technological policy  



Our methods
Policy Lab draws on innovative practice from 
multidisciplinary fields, and adapts a range of 
methods for use in a policy context. 



Methods we use
We combine different methods 
bringing an evidence-based, 
iterative approach to policy - from 
understanding the problem to 
delivering desired outcomes. 

The nature of our work is 
experimental and we continue to 
seek out new methods for use in 
the policymaking process.

We can advise which methods are 
best suited to your policy area.

Speculative Design
Imagining possible 

futures

User Research
Learning from 

and testing with 
users 

Systems Mapping
Identifying key 

levers and 
stakeholders 

Co-design
Collaborative 

approaches to 
design new ideas 

Prototyping
Quick, lo-fi designs 

to test new ideas
Ethnography
Deep insights 

into users’ lived 
experiences 

Legislative 
Theatre

Using the stage to 
explore new ideas 
and relationships

Moral 
Imaginations

Creative 
approaches to 
imagine what 

could and should 
be done

Art in Policy
Using multisensory 

approaches to 
create new visions

Serious Games
 Experimenting 

with rules, 
objectives and 
relationships 

Collective 
Intelligence

Diverse perspectives 
to identify priorities, 
challenges and ideas

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1_iIWTvtK2M3kn0FhP6n0BI2a7BI-95JWJ_Jd2DId3Tc/edit#slide=id.g12527489862_0_142


(add slide with the 11 innovation methods cards)
Policy innovation
Having established the use of 
non-traditional methods like film 
ethnography and speculative design in policy 
development, in early 2022 we published a 
new Innovation & Design Strategy, setting 
out 11 experimental policy methods.

Each method is depicted on a card 
encouraging practitioners to ask questions 
like: How could art help to bridge science 
and policy? How might the metaverse be 
used to engage with stakeholders? Could 
body storming lead to new, more empathetic 
ideas? 

The last card is intentionally left blank as we 
discover and test more new methods.

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2022/05/18/launching-our-experimental-policy-design-methods/


Our offer
Policy Lab considers issues at multiple stages of the policy 
cycle, from defining a vision or strategy, developing and 
testing policy options, to dealing with delivery challenges.



Learning
Our introduction to policy innovation session 
demonstrates the innovation methods you can use in 
everyday work, as well as building a deeper 
understanding of when and how multidisciplinary 
specialists can help. 

Time: 90 mins 

Our bespoke training sessions support teams or 
cross-government groups to apply innovation 
methods to solving a real problem, while building 
knowledge that can be applied to other problems in 
future. 

Time: 90 mins - half a day



Policy catalyst
Our workshops and sprints accelerate policy 
development by helping you agree a direction and 
make a plan. Bringing together a cross-section of the 
policy system, they can focus on breaking down 
complexity, mapping the existing evidence, or 
developing new insights to help define your problem. 
They often bring together key stakeholders from 
inside or outside government to generate ideas about 
feasible and desirable solutions, and agree priorities 
for action. 

By the end of these sessions you will have new insights 
to support your problem definition and/or agreed 
priorities for action. These projects are best delivered 
in partnership, where we build your capacity in the 
process of the project.

Time: 1 week - 3 months



Policy development
Our full projects support policy development through 
research, design and testing. We take a tailored 
approach to every policy area. We often start by 
building rich new insights about end users, systems or 
possible futures. These help to redefine problems and 
generate ideas about solutions. We then develop and 
test solutions so they can be improved before 
implementation. Throughout, we create spaces to 
engage, collaborate or co-design with your 
stakeholders. By the end of a project you will have an 
evidenced roadmap for change, including solutions 
that could be implemented. And you will have 
meaningfully engaged stakeholders, building new 
relationships and consensus.

Time: 4 months +



Speaking events
Policy and practice experts from the Policy Lab 
team can be booked for external speaking events 
on topics relating to our work, or our innovation 
function in government. 

Time: agreed number of hours



Partnerships
Policy Lab has always had one foot in and one foot 
outside of government, facilitating the exchange of 
learning and adapting innovation methods for a policy 
context. 

We are interested in partnering on projects that bring 
new voices into policymaking, create learning about 
applying new innovation methods in a policy context or 
that harness the power of innovation to tackle 
emerging policy issues. 

If you are interested in partnering with us, please get 
in touch: team@policylab.gov.uk



Growing the community of 
policy innovators
Policy Lab is helping to grow the community of 
policy innovators. We introduce those who work 
with us to skills and mindsets that equip them to 
make policies for the needs of people and the 
planet, now and in the future. And we make 
learning from the work we do more widely available 
to benefit the whole Policy Profession. For an 
introduction to policy innovation 
visit our  blog.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit


Collective Intelligence Lab
Our new Collective Intelligence Lab (CILab), launched 
in November 2021 in a joint venture with the Policy 
Profession, aims to improve policy outcomes by 
tapping into collective intelligence - the intelligence 
which emerges from the diversity of thought and 
experience distributed across groups of people, from 
public servants and subject specialists to members of 
the public. 

CILab has been using an open source software tool, 
Pol.is, to capture diverse perspectives and new ideas, 
and has run collective intelligence debates on issues 
including Civil Service modernisation, fisheries 
management and national security. 

(RIGHT) Opinion groups generated by Polis, based on the way participants 
vote (agree, disagree, pass/unsure) on statements.

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2021/11/04/crowdsourcing-policy-how-can-collective-intelligence-improve-policymaking/
https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2022/10/11/cutting-through-complexity-using-collective-intelligence/
https://pol.is/


Case Studies
We work on varied issues with policy teams inside the UK 
government, as well as other UK and international partners.



CASE STUDY

Genomics beyond Health
2-day remote, cross-government policy sprint

How can we… prepare policy so it is ready for the impacts of 
fast-developing genomics science?

In 2021, Policy Lab convened policy leads from different government 
departments to consider this question together. Introduced by Sir 
Patrick Vallance, Policy Lab facilitated an online design sprint. The 
process took participants from sharing their hopes and fears about 
what genomics could mean for policy, to exploring scenarios for the 
future. We mapped out levers that different parts of government 
have, before developing and prioritising tangible actions that could 
be taken now. The sprint created new connections between parts of 
government, and consensus around next steps. 

“Working with Policy Lab really helped us to bring a relatively unknown 
area of science and policy to life for our stakeholders. Their expertise 
in shaping and facilitating an exploratory conversation and using visual 
tools to help was extremely valuable”, Policy commissioner



CASE STUDY 
National Food Strategy
Public Dialogues, developing and testing a vision

How can we… produce a compelling, inspiring, 
people-centred vision about the future of the food system which 
is evidence-based and includes outcomes, activities and 
characteristics?

Policy Lab supported the Independent Review team for the 
National Food Strategy Public Dialogues to develop and test its 
vision for the future food system with industry, regulators, young 
people and a representative group of citizens. Policy Lab’s 
innovative and accessible participation methods ensured that 
people could engage with and share nuanced perspectives on 
the complex concepts and trade-offs associated with the food 
system. 

Insights from these workshops fed into The Plan (2021), which 
identifies priorities for a food system that is healthy for people 
and the planet.

“Our group was having as sophisticated a 
conversation about the food system as 
we've been having in the team, and they 
really wanted to know where the rubber 
hits the road, how do we actually change 
the system for the better. 

It was the best two hours I've spent in the 
last year, it was absolutely fascinating I 
wanted to thank you all for being 
involved.”  

Henry Dimbleby’s closing remarks
National Food Strategy Independent Reviewer

https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/the-report/


CASE STUDY 
Listening to the 
policy profession
Gathering diverse views and understanding people’s priorities

How can we… better understand the sense of identity, communities, 
and learning needs of Civil Service Policy Professionals?

Policy Lab’s Collective Intelligence Lab (CILab) worked with the Policy 
Profession Unit (PPU) to facilitate an online debate with policymakers 
across the Civil Service, using the open source software tool Pol.is. 
CILab helped PPU draft initial statements around identity, community 
and learning to ‘seed’ the debate, and helped moderate new 
statements submitted by participants. 

We then supported PPU to analyse the data, which revealed 
policymakers’ perspectives on diverse issues they raised as a 
community. These included the importance of professional 
development, and unexpected insights such as an appetite to change 
how career progression works.

PPU found that collective intelligence was a really useful way to 
anonymously hear from their ‘customers’, in their own words. The 
findings are helping them shape the future of the profession. 

Screenshot of a Pol.is debate

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2021/11/04/crowdsourcing-policy-how-can-collective-intelligence-improve-policymaking/
https://pol.is/home


CASE STUDY

Manual for Streets
A more-than-text experience of information, multisensory engagement

How can we…improve uptake of design guidance for residential roads 
in Local Authorities and identify what content such design guidance 
needs to include?

In 2019, Policy Lab worked with the Department for Transport to 
improve the use of guidance for street design. We brought together 
the intended users of the ‘Manual for Streets’ - street designers, 
planners, developers, council officials, highways authorities, elected 
local officials and consultants - for an event at the Chartered Institute 
of Highways and Transportation (CIHT).

At the event we created ‘experience stations’ for attendees to engage 
with information relating to street design in different sensory 
formats. This included a wall of crowd-sourced photos showing well 
and poorly designed streets, a virtual reality (VR) station to discover 
international cities, and tactile woodcuts inspired by braille maps. 

The event resulted in diverse and creative ideas about the future of 
the design guidance.

source: design Council



CASE STUDY 

Windrush Lessons 
Learned Review
Film ethnography

How can we… develop recommendations grounded in the lived 
experience of those of the Windrush generation who have faced 
difficulties in establishing their status under the immigration 
system?

Wendy Williams, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire 
& Rescue Services and the Review Chair, commissioned Policy Lab to 
create thematic films about the experience of five individuals from 
the Windrush generation and an ethnographic report. These were 
included as case studies in the Lessons Learned Review’s report and 
an ethnographically-led film communicating the experiences of those 
affected was published alongside the report. This work centred the 
experiences of these individuals and meant that their stories could be 
told in their own terms as part of the review process.

“Your work with the Review has provided an object lesson in the impact 
ethnographic research can have in promoting changes to policy and, 
for that, you have my sincere thanks.”  Wendy Williams

  

https://youtu.be/xEJksQpWkaE
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/windrush-lessons-learned-review
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xEJksQpWkaE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xEJksQpWkaE&feature=youtu.be


CASE STUDY 

Ethnographic research on the 
future of disability policy
Film ethnography and video diaries

How can we… gain deep insight about the lived experience of a broad 
range of disabled people?

In 2019, Policy Lab was commissioned by the cross-government 
Disability Unit in the Cabinet Office to help them put the 
lived-experiences of disabled adults at the heart of future disability 
policy. We carried out film ethnography with disabled people across 
England. 

During Covid-19, we were commissioned to work again with the 
original participants. We used remote video diaries and a speculative 
design exercise, to engage participants and build evidence about 
their experiences of Covid-19. 

Ethnographic films from the project were published on social media, 
and two research reports were published on Gov.UK. The research 
was also used  by the Office for National Statistics as part of their 
data releases on disability and Covid-19. This work informed changes 
to government communications and policies on disability. 

https://youtu.be/xEJksQpWkaE
https://twitter.com/disabilitygovuk/status/1357603617889419268?lang=cs
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-the-everyday-lives-of-disabled-people
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/disability/articles/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsondisabledpeopleingreatbritain/july2020


CASE STUDY 

Maritime 2050 Strategy
Speculative design

How can we… design a more meaningful consultation process with 
stakeholders to shape and test the future vision and technology 
strategy for Maritime 2050?

Policy Lab supported the Department for Transport to convene over 
70 industry stakeholders - including unions, shipping companies, 
insurers and regulators - to develop and test a shared vision of UK 
Smart Shipping in 2050. We developed a set of utopian and dystopian 
scenarios, based on trends and interviews, which were used to test 
recommendations, build engagement and chart a shared route map.

Policy Lab developed a table-top exercise as a co-design tool to use 
in workshops. A serious game enabled participants to explore how 
multiple variables might influence strategic direction and allowed the 
policy team to observe how different scenarios might play out. 

The work helped refine 10 recommendations included in the strategy 
which was positively received by industry and wider stakeholders.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/877630/technology-innovation-route-map-document.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/877630/technology-innovation-route-map-document.pdf


source: design Council

CASE STUDY 

Achieving Net Zero 
Last Mile Logistics
People-centred system thinking

How can we… reduce negative impacts on the environment in last 
mile supply chain logistics?

The Connected Places Catapult (CPC) commissioned Policy Lab to 
identify problems, opportunities, enablers and barriers in achieving 
Net Zero Last Mile Logistics (LML), from both a human and wider 
system perspectives, and shape these into challenge spaces to 
prioritise further investment and development.

By designing a delivery-object centred research process, we were 
able to build up a picture of the LML system from a micro to a macro 
level and highlight potential future challenges and opportunities 
without losing sight of the people involved.



team@policylab.gov.uk

@PolicyLabUK

openpolicy.blog.gov.uk

slideshare.net/openpolicymaking

gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit
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mailto:team@policylab.gov.uk
https://twitter.com/PolicyLabUK
https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/
https://www.slideshare.net/Openpolicymaking?utm_campaign=profiletracking&utm_medium=sssite&utm_source=ssslideview
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit

