
A guide to system-led design in the ATO.

Systems-led 
Design



Assistant Commissioner
Australian Tax Office

The guide has been developed, reviewed and tested by 
representatives from across our team so that it can help us achieve 
exceptional results. Like any guide, it can only be effective when used 
by someone who understands its true potential. 

As systems-led design practitioners it is up to us to bring the 
outstanding systems mindset, deep user insight, creativity, passion 
and drive that are essential to our success.

I look forward to this guide helping us harness the power of our 
combined talents, so that together we can embed systems-led design 
and help improve the tax and super systems for the benefit of all 
Australians. 

Welcome to the Australian Taxation Office’s 
systems-led design guide.

Working within the tax and superannuation 
system is inherently challenging. 

Every day we navigate the complex interplay 
between economic markets, global events 
and government policies, in order to serve 
a diverse audience spanning millions of 
individual taxpayers, businesses, and 
intermediaries. 

Systems-led design is our response to dealing with this complexity. A 
way of delivering change that balances the need to be visionary with 
the day-to-day realities of serving Australians.

This guide is an important step towards embedding systems-led 
design at the ATO. It will help us achieve:

 ■ Fluency in how we talk we talk about systems-led design, in our 
teams and with our clients.

 ■ Consistency in the questions that we ask and in the work we 
deliver.

 ■ Rigour in the end-to-end application of systems-led design, at a 
branch level and in each of our projects.

Foreword
Misha Kaur
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An introduction to Systems-led design

Section 1



This guide is designed to help us use systems-led design for everything we do and deliver. Its purpose is to inspire a new approach to design, 
equipping us with a way of working that can help us deliver healthier tax and superannuation systems. 

An Introduction to 
systems-led design

In this section we explain some 
of the principles and thinking 
behind our approach, why it’s 
so relevant to the ATO, and 

how we each can play a role.  

Applying systems-led 
design

In this section we explore each 
phase of our design model, 
highlighting the important 

considerations and systems-led 
questions to ask. 

 Helpful tools and 
techniques

This companion volume is packed 
full of design methods and 

templates to empower everyone 
in the ATO to put systems-led 

design into practice. 

How to use this guide
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Experience has taught us that design is not a 
linear process. 

There is no cookie-cutter approach, as no two challenges are ever 
the same. But we can learn from the experiences and achievements 
of others, whose successes show how systems-led design principles 
work in practice. 

Principles like engaging a diversity of perspectives, building shared 
understanding, and maintaining a connection between the user and 
the ecosystem.

As we become more experienced in applying systems-led design, 
we will learn more about this approach and how it works in different 
contexts. That’s why this guide is not an end state but a starting point, 
which will allow us to continue to iterate our approach over time.

How to use this guide
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The world and its problems are becoming more 
volatile, uncertain, and ambiguous. 
In this fast-paced and dynamic climate, we need 
to be able to design for complex systems and 
find solutions that drive positive change.

Systems-led design is a response to the scale and complexity of the 
challenges that public servants face today.

The nature of the challenges the ATO faces means that we are 
working at scale. The tax and superannuation systems affect the 
lives of all Australians. They impact almost all aspects of our society 
and are essential for providing the services that we value, such as 
healthcare and education. 

The Commissioner has charged us with maintaining a holistic focus 
on the health of all aspects of the tax and superannuation systems. 
The nature of the challenge is not just the size of these systems, 
but their complexity. Together they cut across a range of sectors, all 
layers of government, and a multitude of products and services that 
interact with and affect each other. 

Why systems-led 
design?
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Focusing design on individual interactions and 
services doesn’t help us contend with the scale 
and complexity of the challenges that we now 
face as an organisation. 

If we don’t continue to evolve our design practice, we risk missing 
important aspects of the bigger picture and triggering unforeseen 
consequences within our systems. 

Everybody loves a process and, in some circumstances, it can be 
incredibly powerful. For example, if the questions you are trying to 
answer are “what?” or “what next?”, a process can be useful to solve 
both simple and complicated problems.

In our work, with its scale and complexity, we are often called upon to 
tackle more purpose-driven questions like “why?” and “so what?”
We created systems-led design to address these challenges.

Why systems-led 
design?
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Systems-led design is a way of working that 
helps us respond to complexity. 

Our systems-led principles and model enable us to better understand 
a problem and identify opportunities for effective change. Coupled 
with a set of tools we can use to embed them in our daily work, they 
facilitate new ways of thinking and understanding the world around 
us.

Our principles help us build the mindset that allows us to embrace 
and implement this new way of working. They inspire us to think and 
act differently in our design work. 

Our model focuses on shifting away from being process-driven 
and towards being purpose-driven. It provides a framework for 
decision-making, but is designed with enough flexibility to empower 
designers and project teams to tailor their approach to their unique 
circumstances.

Our toolkit enables us take a big-picture view, drawing on systems-
thinking and behavioural insights. It provides new methodologies and 
techniques that we can draw on in our day-to-day work to help us 
understand, document and communicate the complexity of the tax 
and superannuation systems.

What is systems-led 
design?
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Take a forest ecosystem for example. When we notice a problem, it 
might be by looking at just one tree – but the more we zoom out, the 
more interconnected elements we find, whether we’re looking at a 
stand of trees, the whole forest, or even the global ecosystem.  
And the more we zoom out our perspective, the more effective our 
solutions become. 

Rather than just creating a solution that say, reduces the levels 
of disease in one tree, by looking at the other elements of the 
ecosystem we might be able to identify the causes of the disease and 
prevent it in other plant life. 

We can also better understand the unintended consequences of our 
actions – such as if this particular plant disease has an impact on 
animal life, or is a necessary part of the regeneration process.  

Systems-led design gives us an understanding of problems that goes 
beyond what’s immediately visible. It helps us see the underlying 
patterns, identify the ways we can leverage the system, and think 
about how we can learn and adapt as systems change.

What is systems-led 
design?
Acknowledging the systemic context.

Systems-led design starts with the system. To design for complexity 
the first step is to understand the system: to zoom out to see the 
bigger picture. 

We have seen examples of when a solution has failed because it 
was focused on single interactions or individual services, without 
consideration for the broader context. 

If we don’t zoom out and think about the bigger picture, it’s easy 
to miss the connections with other parts of the system and the 
implications of the changes we’re making. 
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What is systems-led 
design?
Relationship design: focusing on the 
connections in the systems, rather than 
elements.

Systems are made up of two basic building blocks: elements or 
components that make up system parts, and the connections 
between them. 

For example, think about your closest group of friends. Each of 
you is an equally important part of that group, but each of you is 
connected to the others in a different way. Perhaps you have played 
a sport with one friend and went to school with another. Perhaps your 
connections with each other overlap and have changed overtime. You 
can’t understand how a group works without understanding those 
relationships, and how they drive particular dynamics. It’s the same 
principle in systems-led design.

Systems-led design challenges us to focus our attention on designing 
for both elements and connections. By making sure we are aware 
of the bigger picture, we can think about the different relationships 
involved in a system and which ones can be changed or amplified to 
deliver a particular outcome.
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Examine connections to 
understand the full system

... we ignore one half
of the equation

When we only focus 
on one thing...

Our brains are not naturally built to see connections, so it’s easy to 
overlook this part of the system. That’s why it’s so important we make 
a conscious effort to explicitly focus on relationships as part of our 
approach to systems-led design. 

If we only focus our attention on designing for ‘things’ in complex 
systems, we’re ignoring one half of the equation. Examining the 
connections is a crucial part of understanding the system, and each 
one presents an opportunity for change. By ignoring that we blind 
ourselves to some of the most valuable tools in our arsenal.

This is even more important when we are designing at scale because 
the larger the system is, the more connections it has within it. Every 
time we add a new element into the system, we multiply the number 
of connections possible – as demonstrated in the image below.

What is systems-led 
design?
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We are one team, greater than the sum  
of its parts.

Our team brings together practitioners from many disciplines, 
including system thinking, human-centred design, behavioural 
insights, and foresight. 

Even within these disciplines our team members each have individual 
specialisations and bring a unique perspective on how to best solve 
complex challenges.

Like musicians in a band, we each have specific expertise honed by 
practice and personal experiences, that when combined creates a 
perfect harmony. Individually we have much to offer, but together we 
are greater than the sum of our parts. 

We are all critical to the success of systems-led design, and to 
creating an approach that connects a full spectrum of designers, 
innovators, and behavioural economists. 

We create a bespoke team for each project by matching people’s 
capabilities to the problem we are trying to solve. To achieve the best 
results we draw on the skills and experience of designers from a 
range of disciplines and backgrounds, as well as experts in the fields 
of digital experience, data, and behavioural insights. 

Our 
transdisciplinary team
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A designer’s role is to inspire, motivate, guide 
and challenge clients to solve their business 
issues using systems-led design. 

Our capability is T-shaped. Each member of our team has deep 
expertise in at least one discipline or specialisation, as well as 
broader proficiency. We are a highly collaborative team, and work 
with one another to incorporate the best of our knowledge and 
expertise in all that we do. 

Though every one of us is a systems-led designer, no team member 
is expected to be an expert in every phase of the design model or 
have mastered every technique. We all have a part to play in our 
collective work, much like those musicians in the band.

This doesn’t mean we have all the answers. Systems-led design 
in the ATO requires a cross-organisational response to overcome 
the complexity of the tax and super systems and achieve positive 
changes for the Australians we serve. We recognise this, and have 
a strong willingness to work with others and form close working 
partnerships across the ATO. 

Roles of a 
systems-led designer
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Our model focuses on being purpose-driven. 
It provides a framework for decision-making, 
but is designed with enough flexibility to 
empower designers and project teams to tailor 
their approach to their unique circumstances. 

The model challenges us to recognise how important it is to 
understand and document the current system before designing 
change. Different parts of the model will be relevant to you at different 
times, depending on the specific challenge you are working on. 
For some initiatives, you will need to focus more on understanding 
the system, while others will require a greater emphasis on 
experimentation and iteration.

The design model is not a one-way, linear process. As we move 
through the phases it’s important that we continually loop back and 
connect with what we have already done – refining information and 
honing our approach so we are constantly learning more about the 
systems in which we operate.

Our model
The model outlines how we:

 ■ Gain clarity on the purpose and intent of an initiative so that teams 
can be set up for success.

 ■ Understand the system to make sense of complex environments 
and connections.

 ■ Ideate solutions to design change in a way that can shift people’s 
mindsets and beliefs.

 ■ Experiment and iterate so that we can mitigate risk and test our 
ideas before we scale.

 ■ Embed and influence sustainable change, working closely with our 
business partners. 
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Systems-led design is underpinned by five 
principles that inform how we deliver change. 

They empower us to think differently about design, and tailor our 
approach to a wide variety of situations.

They do not prescribe specific actions, but foster a systems-led design 
mindset by prompting us to think in a different way.

Our principles
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Applying Systems-led design

Section 2



We partner with people 
delivering the change 
to implement changes, 
support those impacted 
and measure the impact 
on the system.

We develop, test and 
refine the top ideas with 
users and then stress 
test them for feasibility 
and viability.

We find ways to 
discover patterns in user 
behaviour and generate 
a range of ideas to 
create change to achieve 
better outcomes.

We engage the 
stakeholders in the 
system to align on its 
purpose, health, and 
connections before 
prioritising key levers.

We work closely with our 
business partners to gain 
clarity on the purpose of 
the system, intent and 
present a tailored view to 
progress the work.

Embed 
and Influence

Experiment 
and Iterate

Design 
the Change

Understand 
the System

Know Your 
Purpose

Applying system-led design in practice.

An ATO approach
Systems-led design
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Know your 
Purpose



Before you can understand a system or design 
a change, you need to agree on the problem that 
you’re trying to solve and know the purpose of 
the system that it is within. 

It will save time and energy in the long run.

The aim is for everyone to be clear on what success looks like, have 
a rough plan of how to approach the work, and bring the right people 
together to deliver a quality outcome.

Why it’s important
Know Your Purpose
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 ■ Establish an operating rhythm that 
promotes effective collaboration. 

 ■ Agree times when everyone will 
come together and clarify how much 
time each person can dedicate to the 
project. 

 ■ Set expectations about roles and 
responsibilities.

Align ways of working

Step 3

 ■ Collaboratively create the 
engagement plan to set out the goal, 
scope, and a tailored, systems-led 
design approach for the work ahead. 

 ■ Highlight milestones and key dates to 
assist with planning. 

Plan the way forward

Step 2

 ■ Start by capturing our partners’ 
perspective on the work, including 
the goal, business outcomes 
and challenges – the more we 
understand, the better equipped we 
are to help.

Frame the challenge

Step 1

We work collaboratively with our sponsors and 
business partners to build an initial understanding 
of the problem and objectives for the work ahead.

Our approach
Know Your Purpose
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What are the start and end dates?
Find out if work has already started 
and when our involvement begins, 
when the work will be completed and 
any critical milestones to meet.

What are we being engaged to do? 
Agree the level of support we are 
expected to provide. They may want 
us to partner with them, guide them, or 
advise them on a discrete activity.

How much certainty do we have?
Sometimes the solution is obvious, 
other times it requires a considerable 
amount of time to unpack what we 
don’t yet know.

Who are we designing for?
Be clear about who we are trying to 
improve the system for. There can be 
more than one, but it helps to have a 
primary focus.

What does success look like?
Get clarity on what’s expected in 
terms of deliverables. It’s not about 
setting targets; it’s about agreeing 
outputs and scope of your work. Ask 
your sponsors what their goal is for 
the work.

What else should we know?
Find out if there is existing research, 
connections with other design work, 
budget for testing, who else we will be 
working with, and if there any barriers 
or constraints we should be aware. 

Why is it important?
There is usually a problem that we’re 
trying to solve or opportunities to 
make things better. Identify what 
measures indicate things need to 
change.

What is this work about?
It’s important to gain some context 
around where this came from, who’s 
driving the change, and what we’re 
aiming to achieve.

Helpful hint!
Your notes don’t have 
to be perfect. The 
aim is to play back 
what you’ve heard 
and have a healthy 
discussion.

Start by asking some of 
the questions below with 
your design team, project 
team or sponsors to get 
you started articulating 
the high-level intent.

Frame the 
challenge

Know Your Purpose
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What is our recommendation?
Describe the value we can provide and the 
commitment we will make to the project; 
with a healthy balance of pragmatism and 
ambition.  

Who needs to endorse the plan?
As soon as the changes have been 
applied, the accountable director will share 
the plan with the Assistant Commissioner 
to ensure oversight of branch activities and 
provide any feedback on the approach or 
connections.

Who should review the plan?
Present your plan to the accountable 
director, refine, and then ask them to 
complete a peer review to get a fresh 
perspective and ensure a systems-led 
approach is being proposed.

What’s our high-level approach?
Document the who, what, where, when, 
why and how, incorporating our system-
led approach to design in an engagement 
plan, tailored to the needs of your client. 

Helpful hint!
Documenting your 
work as you go can 
save time and help 
you share progress 
with stakeholders.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to ensure 
everyone has a shared 
understanding of our 
approach.

Plan the way 
forward

Know Your Purpose
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How will you support remote work?
Agree which systems you will use 
when people can’t be in the same 
physical location. There are some 
great options out there so be creative. 

How and where will you collaborate?
A dedicated space to facilitate a 
collaborative way of working. Agree the 
most convenient place for the team to 
use and set it up to tell a story of your 
project.

What are the learning opportunities?
Projects are a great way to get 
exposure to new methods and ideas. 
Invite everyone to think about what they 
would like to get out of the work. 

Who’s doing what?
Agreeing roles and responsibilities 
can help clarify what each person is 
accountable for but avoid creating 
silos. Collaboration is key to success. 

How will you provide updates?
Regular meetings are essential for 
staying on track. It gives you time to 
seek guidance and direction as well as 
keeping stakeholders informed. Find a 
rhythm that works for everyone.

How will you work together?
Discuss preferences of working styles, 
frequency of meetings and stand-ups, 
and days/times when everyone can 
dedicate to progressing the work. 

Do you have a shared understanding?
Come together as a team in a 
kick-off workshop to align on what you 
know about the project and what has 
been learnt to date, and breakdown the 
challenge to something clear and achiev-
able. 

Helpful hint!
A physical or virtual 
calendar can be great to 
show important events 
and key milestones.
 

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help estab-
lish an efficient 
operating rhythm.

Align ways 
of working

Know Your Purpose
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What’s on your radar?
An exercise in which people plot items 
according to personal significance.

Statement starters
An approach to phrasing problem 
statements that invites broad 
exploration.

Rope of scope
An approach to phrasing problem 
statements that invites broad 
exploration.

Pre-mortem
A way of identifying risks and 
opportunities and putting measure in 
place to set up teams for success.

Interviewing
A technique for gathering valuable 
information through direct dialogue 
and asking targeted questions.

Abstract laddering 
A way of reconsidering a problem 
statement by broadening or narrowing 
its focus.

Here are some of the tools 
that might be useful in 
working with your design 
and project team.

Design 
methods

Know Your Purpose
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Understand 
the System



Everything we design sits within a larger 
system. You need to consider the ripple 
effects and consequences of our actions and 
understand how the part we are working on 
plugs back into the whole. 

By knowing a system, we can respond effectively when needed. 
Find how factors interconnect so you can determine which leverage 
points to prioritise. Sometimes it’s necessary to go slow at the 
beginning, to ensure success at the end. 

The aim is to have a shared understanding of the influential forces 
and a sense of clarity about where to focus to deliver the maximum 
value for your end users.

Why it’s important
Understand the System
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 ■ Discover which levers can improve 
the health of the system.  

 ■ Narrow the area of focus to where it 
will create the greatest value.

 ■ Future-proof your project through 
foresight and scenario planning.

Zoom in

Step 3

 ■ Consult with stakeholders to see and 
sense the current and future states of 
the system.

 ■ Communicate the big picture and 
relationships to ensure alignment.

 ■ Identify key components, how they 
work, and how they interact with other 
systems.

Zoom out

Step 2

 ■ Dive into existing research and 
consult with people who operate in 
the system.

 ■ Understand the end-user and the 
network of people around them.

 ■ Challenge your original intent and 
understanding of the problem and 
refine your plan.

Gather what we know

Step 1

We engage diverse perspectives across the system 
to align on its purpose, health, and connections 
before prioritising key levers or solutions.

Our approach
Understand the System
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How do we begin this journey well?
Bring the people together who might 
share a similar purpose and who will 
be critical to your project’s success, so 
you can align on a common goal. 

What external forces are at play?
Consider relevant regulatory changes, 
as well as market, technology, and 
consumer trends. Be inspired by 
thought leaders and trusted sources.

What else is happening in this 
space?
Find out what other projects are 
connected to this one and how they 
might impact each other. Establish 
feedback loops to stay updated.

What other research already 
exists?
Ask stakeholders to present their 
thoughts, ideas and insights based on 
their experience or prior involvement 
on historical projects/research.

What is existing data telling us?
Obtain reports to help shine some 
light on the size, speed, quantity, 
quality and what happens today. Invite 
stakeholders to explain the trends and 
what it all means.

What are the system’s 
characteristics?
Observe the rhythms and rules of 
the system. Understand its language, 
how decisions get made, and what 
processes need to be followed. 

Who are the people in your system?
Identify the ‘actors’ who play a role, 
either now or in the future. Talk to 
experts to help you bring stories to life 
through system personas.  

Helpful hint!
Synthesize all this 
information into 
something that 
can be shared and 
referenced by anyone 
on the project.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team 
or sponsors to help 
you make important 
connections.

Gather what 
we know

Understand the System
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How will you tell the story of the 
system?
Share your map with experts and 
stakeholders to refine your narrative 
and evolve your map before moving 
into designing the change.

Where are the connections?
Co-create your system map with 
stakeholders, choosing a method or 
methods that fit your purpose. 
Causal Loop Diagrams are just one way 
to map a system - there are many other 
methods that may be more appropriate. 

What’s influencing the current state? 
Identify factors that can enable and 
inhibit change in your system, what 
causes them, what effects they have, 
and if they are interrelated. 

What’s the intent of the system?
Discuss the purpose of the system 
and what it has been designed or has 
evolved to achieve. 
Apply behavioural insights to help you 
identify what end-users are currently 
doing and compare this to original 
purpose of the system.

Where is the boundary of the 
system?
Frame a boundary for the system 
that will enable you to discover why 
it’s operating the way that it is, both 
positives and negatives.

Helpful hint!
Mapping involves 
seeing and sensing 
the system. It works 
best when it is done 
with stakeholders.

Zoom out to see the 
whole picture.

You might want to ask 
some of these questions 
with your design team, 
project team or sponsors 
to help you understand 
the context of the broader 
system.

Zoom out
Understand the System
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How will you measure success?
Agree on measures that will enable you to 
test your hypotheses and provide you with 
evidence that the system is improving. 

What opportunities should you pursue?
Assess the strength and feasibility of 
your leverage points and then reflect on 
whether they are aligned to what the ATO 
wants to achieve as an organisation – do 
they align to our values and strategic 
direction?

Where are the opportunities?
Use your understanding of the system to 
identify the places where it makes sense 
to make changes. If someone is making 
a choice to engage or not engage in a 
decision, behavioural insights can help 
shape how to address this. 

Helpful hint!
Consider a diverse 
range of perspectives 
to be better informed 
about the problem 
space.

Zoom in on key 
leverage points.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help identify 
where you can make the 
biggest impact.

Zoom in
Understand the System
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Stakeholder mapping
A way of diagramming the network 
of people who have a stake in the 
system.

Literature review
A research method for scanning 
and analysing historical and current 
literature related to the problem or the 
system

Re-sight
A tool for reviewing and categorising 
existing research and knowledge in a 
simple grid.

PESTLE
A framework for scanning the macro-
environment (Political, Economic, 
Social, Technological, Legal, 
Environmental).

Persona profile
An uninformed summary of needs, 
goals, and relationships, typically held 
by key stakeholders.

Interviewing
A technique for gathering valuable 
information through direct dialogue.

Contextual enquiry 
An approach to interviewing and 
observing people in their environment.

Affinity clustering
A graphic technique for sorting items 
according to similarity.

Gather what we know.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design and 
project team.

Design 
methods

Understand the System
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Causal map
A causal map is a type of concept 
map in which the links between nodes 
represent causality or influence.

Iceberg analysis
A way of approaching problems that 
asks how various elements within a 
system influence one another.

System goals 
A technique for defining an 
aspirational state and nearer term 
desired outcome for your system.

Framing questions 
A method of focusing your analysis, 
by seeking to answer this question 
throughout the journey.

Zoom out.

Design
methods

Understand the System
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Problem tree analysis
A way of exploring the causes and 
effects of a particular issue.

Interviewing
A technique for gathering valuable 
information through direct dialogue.

Concept mapping
A way of depicting the relationship 
between various concepts in a given 
topic area.

Affinity clustering
A graphic technique for sorting items 
according to similarity.

Zoom in.

Design 
methods

Understand the System
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Design 
the Change



To design and deliver meaningful and lasting 
change, you need to explore the mindsets and 
beliefs that drive behaviour. 

Only by empathising with people and understanding how they make 
decisions and choices in the real world can you generate ideas that 
will be embraced. 

Focus on the human element of a system, a shift from designing 
‘things’ to designing ‘relationships and connections’. You need to 
engage all your powers of observation, listening and delving 
below the surface to sense what’s causing people to behave 
the way they do.

The aim is to use the understanding of the system and the people 
within it to have clarity on the guiding principles and values you will 
work with to identify design changes, and a shared view of which 
ideas to take forward.  

Why it’s important
Design the Change
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Using a range of techniques, generate, 
harvest and refine a new set of ideas   
for change. 

Prioritise the ideas and showcase them 
to business partners and stakeholders 
to get their buy-in before securing an 
endorsement to proceed from your 
sponsor.

Ideate opportunities 
for change

Step 3

Analyse what you’ve learnt and the 
desired behaviours that you want to 
change. Investing time here enables 
you to uncover the forces that influence 
people’s choices and behaviours. 

Document the insights, what’s important 
about them, and translate then these into 
user-centric opportunities.

Synthesise your learnings

Step 2

Look at the world through your user’s 
eyes by applying a variety of research 
tools and approaches. 

Learn about their needs, experiences, 
and frustrations, delving into what’s 
important and crucially, why; so that you 
can explore the underlying drivers and 
barriers of desired behaviours.

Empathise to gain a 
human perspective

Step 1

We generate a range of ideas to help us achieve 
meaningful and enduring change.

Our approach
Design the Change
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What are you starting to hear?
Talking to real people is one of the most important things that you can do to understand 
the needs of users. Study what people do (not just what they say), analyse their behaviour, 
and really explore what’s important to them, and why. 

People always have a reason behind their actions. Knowing their motivation and the 
barriers can explain their choices. Find out what people think, feel and do and what they 
hope to achieve.

What do you want to learn?
To get a deep understanding of the people you are researching, you need to discover 
what they care about, what they are trying to accomplish, and why. 

When designing your interview guide, leave questions open so people tell you their story. 
Use artefacts and prompts to encourage them to share their thoughts in new ways that 
bring out more emotive language. 

Things to consider include media release forms and recording equipment.

Who do you need to learn from?
Based on your understanding of the system, think about the type of people you need to 
speak to, including ‘extreme’ users who could have particularly strong views. 

Spending time with users (ideally in their own environment) builds understanding and 
empathy towards their situation in a way that surveys and statistics do not. 

Things to consider include a participant screener, costs related to recruitment and booking 
research locations, and paying user research participants CEI (Chief Executive Instruction).

Helpful hint!
Take time at the start of 
meeting your research 
participant to help them 
feel at ease.

Empathise to gain a 
human perspective.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help you 
understand people’s 
mindset and beliefs.

Empathise
Design the Change
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Where should you focus your effort?
Using your user research, further refine 
your understanding of the system 
and how you might design change to 
achieve your desired outcomes.

What new meaning have you 
gained?
Take each cluster (theme) and 
rephrase it as a short statement 
(insight) that distils what you have 
seen and heard. 

What is the end-to-end experience?
Tell a story of the key moments and 
interactions to help you see and sense 
what people do, their motivations, how 
they might be feeling.  

What themes are emerging?
It’s time to make sense of your notes. 
Working as a team, make sense of 
your observations, identify themes, and 
discuss what you feel is important and 
perhaps surprising. Look beyond the 
obvious and think about the ‘why’ and 
the ‘so what?’.

What did you learn about your users? 
Share your thoughts on the people you 
interviewed and capture their essence.
Where they’ve come from, what 
motivates them, and why they think or 
behave the way that they do. 
Humans are wired to take mental short 
cuts when making choices.
Behavioural insights can help identify 
short cuts, that may lead to unwanted 
outcomes.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help you 
uncover patterns and 
behaviours.

Synthesise 
learnings

Design the Change
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How will you pitch your ideas?
Bring your ideas to life and generate 
a sense of excitement about their 
potential with your key decision 
makers and stakeholders. 

Use sketches, diagrams, videos and 
sound bites where you can. 

Present the prioritised ideas to 
your sponsor, sharing the feedback 
received and an outline of next steps 
to secure the backing to move forward 
to the next phase.

What are the most promising ideas?
Prioritise options for change that can 
be made to the system. 

Consider creative and tangible forms of 
design like getting people to draw their 
ideas as a way of thinking. 

Select the ones that have the most 
potential, flesh out the detail and turn 
them into a coherent story.

How can we best gain diversity of 
ideas?
Bring a range of relevant stakeholders 
to generate ideas to improve the 
system to encourage diversity of 
perspectives.

How can you best work with 
stakeholders?
Think about how you can engage 
diverse perspectives and foster 
creativity in the design process. 
Design the best collaborative 
approach for your engagement.

What will prompt people to change?
Consider the barriers to behaviour 
change in your approach. Getting 
people’s attention at the right time and 
place can change their behaviour and 
help them make better choices. 

What can you learn from others?
Consider how other organisations 
tackle similar problems. Creativity 
often comes when you take time to 
retreat and reflect (on both good and 
bad experiences). 

Helpful hint!
Write ideas as “It’s 
an X that does Y” 
e.g. WiiFit – it’s an 
interactive game that 
turns exercise into fun 
for all the family.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help you 
create innovative ideas.

Create ideas 
for change

Design the Change
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Walk-a-mile immersion
A way of building empathy for people 
through first-hand experience.

Multiple sources framework
A useful tool for mapping out and 
planning different types of research.

Journalling
An activity that invites people to record 
personal experiences in words and 
pictures.

Interviewing
A technique for gathering valuable 
information through direct dialogue.

Fly-on-the-wall observation
An approach to conducting field 
research in an unobtrusive manner.

Contextual enquiry
An approach to interviewing and 
observing people in their own 
environment.

Build your own 
An activity in which people express 
ideal solutions using symbolic 
elements.

Empathise.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Design the Change
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Problem tree analysis
A way of exploring the causes and 
effects of a particular issue.

Persona profile
An informed summary of the mindset, 
needs, and goals typically held by key 
stakeholders.

Opportunity scale
A useful tool for ranking and 
prioritising, which observations to 
explore further.

Experience diagramming
A way of mapping a person’s journey 
through a set of circumstances or 
tasks.

Empathy map
A tool for unpacking interviews and 
observations into what users say, do, 
think and feel.

Creative matrix
A collaborative ideation technique 
underpinned by a template to create 
new ideas where topics intersect.

Affinity clustering
A graphic technique for sorting items 
according to similarity.

Generate insights
An activity to bring diverse 
perspectives to identify and critique 
ideas to improve the system.

Synthesise.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Design the Change
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User insights construct
A useful structure for crafting and 
framing customer problems into user, 
needs and insight.

User insights checklist
A way of ensuring your user insight 
statements are compelling, inspiring 
and actionable.

Synthesise.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Design the Change
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Round robin
An activity in which ideas evolve 
as they are passed from person to 
person.

Rose, thorn, bud
A technique for identifying things as 
positive, negative, or having potential.

Idea canvas
A tool to develop and describe an idea 
and to think holistically about it.

Creative matrix 
A format for sparking new ideas at the 
intersections of distinct categories.

Creative briefs
A springboard for ideation by 
articulating the user problem you are 
solving and focusing creative thinking.

Cover story mock-up
A mock news article describing the 
successful future of a new idea.

Concept poster
A presentation format illustrating the 
main points of a new idea.

Alternative worlds
A way of using different perspectives 
to help generate fresh ideas.

Ideate.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Design the Change
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Visualise the vote
A quick poll of collaborators to reveal 
preferences and opinions.

Thumbnail sketching
A series of small drawings used to 
quickly explore a variety of ideas.

Ideate.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Design the Change
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Experiment 
and Iterate



You can’t know how solutions will work in 
practice until we give it a go but it’s vital to 
identify and iron out any kinks before and as 
changes are being implemented. 

Experimentation allows you to remove the guesswork about what will 
be successful and get the solution right for everyone. 

The aim is to have gathered enough evidence about solutions in the 
real world to feel confident in the solutions before moving into broader 
implementation. The change needs to be effective in increasing the 
health of the system, efficient to build, and be sustainable to maintain.

Why it’s important
Experiment and Iterate
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 ■ Reflect on the results of your tests (or 
trials) to identify insights and prioritise 
what needs to change.

 ■ Make the necessary modifications 
and keep experimenting until you are 
satisfied with the result and removed 
any of the guess work. 

 ■ The final iteration concludes with a 
clear articulation of what needs to 
change and getting endorsement to 
proceed.

Refine and validate

Step 3

 ■ Take the time to plan your 
experiments and think about how to 
measure the impact of your changes 
on the system.

 ■ Conduct experiments with end-users 
and stakeholders. Make sure you 
capture key learnings such as what’s 
important to them and why.

 ■ Consider the needs of all users, and 
the broader system factors, to ensure 
it is something that is valued, possible 
to build, and sustainable to maintain.

Test with end users

Step 2

 ■ Bring your ideas to life, quickly and 
cheaply, in the lowest fidelity required 
to make them testable. This can take 
the form of a prototype or trial.

 ■ Don’t be afraid to fail. Take   
controlled risks, knowing that you 
might require multiple attempts to get 
it right.    

 ■ Building something tangible is an 
important way of developing your 
idea as it gets you thinking with your 
hands.

Develop experiments

Step 1

We develop, test and refine our top ideas with 
users and then stress test them for feasibility 
and viability.

Our approach
Experiment and Iterate
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How might you learn?
Translate your designs into an 
appropriate prototype or trial so that 
you can observe how people react to 
your ideas in a realistic scenario and 
measure the impact. 

Create an interview guide (protocol) 
to help you steer the conversation 
but don’t stick to it too rigidly if you’re 
uncovering something interesting.

Who do you want to learn from?
Think about the type of people you  
want to speak to, including ‘extreme’ 
users and stakeholders who could  
have particularly strong views. 

Things to consider include spending 
time to write a good quality participant 
screener and the costs associated 
(recruitment and location bookings). 

Also familiarise yourself with paying 
user research participants CEI (Chief 
Executive Instruction).

What do you want to learn and how?
Work out the most efficient way to 
test your hypothesis and gain 
validated learnings. 
Trials, such as randomised control trials 
or A/B testing, can be used to assess 
the impact of your idea on behaviour. 

What are your hypotheses?
Agree on a core set of assumptions to 
test and write them up as a hypothesis 
for validation.

Helpful hint!
Prototype like you’re 
right, listen like you’re 
wrong.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help bring 
your ideas to life and 
make them testable.

Develop 
experiments

Experiment and Iterate
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What did you learn from testing?
Document and synthesise your results, 
including whether hypotheses were 
validated or invalidated and why, the 
key take-outs, and how the solution 
could be improved. 

Compare user behaviour before and 
after (or treatment versus control) to 
determine if there has been a positive 
change. 

Is there evidence that the solution 
works and is scalable?  

Identify insights from testing about 
how the solution or solutions. Reflect 
on what have we learnt about the 
system we are intervening upon.

What did people think, feel and do? 
Take notes during the test and discuss 
them with your team immediately 
afterwards. Highlight key findings 
ready for deeper analysis.

How will you plan and deliver 
testing?
Take the time to get organised so that 
everything runs smoothly. 

If it is the first test for the project, then 
make sure you do a practice run. Allow 
users and stakeholders to interact with 
the prototypes /complete the trial and 
observe their reactions. 

Have them talk through their 
experiences and insights, and follow-up 
with probing questions.

Helpful hint!
Where it makes 
practical sense, test 
in the context in 
which the user would 
use the solution.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help you get 
objective feedback before 
committing to delivery.

Test with 
users

Experiment and Iterate
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Do you have sign-off to proceed 
to delivery? 
Present recommended concepts to 
your sponsor, including prioritised 
features and cost estimates, to secure 
the backing to move forward into the 
delivery phase of the project.

What is your overall proposal for 
change? 
Often, projects are constrained by 
time or budget. Highlight the changes 
that must be delivered to meet desired 
outcomes and prepare how best to tell 
your story.

Are there other hypotheses you 
want to test?
Create prototypes to test other 
hypotheses and repeat this process 
until you have changes you can take 
forward.

Is the change practical? 
Is it sustainable?
Work with the people who will be 
delivering the change to determine the 
initial and ongoing costs as well as the 
impacts on people and systems. 

You can also assess the feasibility and 
viability of the potential changes.

What needs to be improved?
Make sense of the user feedback to 
enhance the design. Gradually update 
your placeholder content into real 
content in higher fidelity.

What are the next steps?
Do the results indicate we can 
progress, or do we need to pivot? 

If material changes are required, re-
test with users. If no viable pivots are 
available, pause and move to the next 
challenge.

Helpful hint!
Remember you are 
not just validating 
your hypotheses but 
trying to uncover why.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to enhance your 
designs and decide how to 
move forward.

Refine and 
validate

Experiment and Iterate
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Randomised control trials 
Method of testing that enables the 
comparison of different variables or no 
solutions at all.

Importance difficulty matrix
A quad chart for plotting items by 
relative importance and difficulty.

Heuristic review
An auditing procedure based on ten 
rules of thumb for good design.

Critique
A forum for people to give and receive 
constructive feedback.

Bulls-eye diagramming
A way of ranking items in order of 
importance using a target diagram.

Buy a feature
A game in which people use artificial 
money to express trade-off decisions.

Appearance modelling
A refined model of a new idea that 
emphasizes the visual styling.

A/B testing
An activity to evaluate two versions 
of an item to see which one performs 
better.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Experiment and Iterate
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Video scenario
A short movie showing the attributes 
of a new concept in use.

Think-aloud testing
A testing format where people narrate 
their experience while performing a 
given task.

Storyboarding
A series of images showing the key 
elements and interactions of a new 
scenario.

Schematic diagramming
An outline of the structure and 
essential components of a system.

Rough and ready prototyping 
A rapidly built model of a new idea 
that approximates its appearance and 
behaviour.

Here are some of the tools 
you might find useful in 
working with your design 
and project team to 
answer these questions.

Design 
methods

Experiment and Iterate
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Embed 
and Influence



The roll-out phase is a critical period in any 
project where trade-off decisions can have 
a huge impact on the broader system; while 
those impacted by the transition can feel most 
vulnerable. 

Understanding the user and stakeholder mindsets and beliefs is 
immensely valuable in helping understand how a solution is impacting 
on individuals within the system, and the system as a whole. 

This involves blurring the traditional boundary between design and 
execution by working with project teams and other stakeholders 
to shape the mindsets and broader systems necessary to deliver 
enduring change

The aim is to deliver a solution that resembles the original design 
intent; supports stakeholders through the transition; and identifies 
new opportunities for enhancing the health of the system.

Why it’s important
Embed and Influence
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 ■ Work with business partners to 
establish a measurement framework 
that will enable the impact to be 
tracked. 

 ■ Use research techniques to capture 
learning, facilitate reflection, and 
evaluate the health of the system. 

 ■ Use behavioural insights to assess 
behaviour change and identify 
improvements.

Measure the impact

Step 3

 ■ Support project teams to remove 
redundant processes and help those 
impacted adopt new ways of working 
so they become business as usual. 

 ■ Leverage persona profiles to surface 
the emotional impact of change. 
Communication plays a big part here.

Transition in (and out)

Step 2

 ■ Agree an approach to embed the 
change that considers the whole 
system with the people delivering the 
change to ensure the design intent is 
front of mind throughout. 

 ■ Review final designs and business 
requirements with consideration to 
the wider environment – it can be 
easy for things to be missed. 

 ■ Ongoing testing, by asking “is this 
what we intended to happen?” is 
great way to identify if any other 
actions are required.

Deliver the solution

Step 1

We partner with the people delivering the change to craft a 
change mindset, implement solutions, help those impacted by 
the changes, and identify opportunities to optimise the system.

Our approach
Embed and Influence
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Does everyone understand the 
change?
Collaborate with the project team 
to ensure that they understand the 
connection between the changes, 
insights and the original intent. 

Ensure all elements of the design 
align with the systems-led model and 
principles and help the people delivering 
the change document additional 
requirements.

Are these the impacts we expected?
As the change is being delivered, 
continue to experiment and iterate with 
the change. 
Capture early insights as the solution is 
delivered. Engage stakeholders across 
the system for feedback.

How can we improve?
Observe the unintended consequences. 
Adjust the design to ensure connection to 
the system and fidelity to intent.

Helpful hint!
Collaborate early, 
collaborate often.
Connect regularly with 
the project team and 
relevant stakeholders to 
build change readiness.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team 
or sponsors to make 
connections between the 
change and the broader 
system.

Deliver the 
solution

Embed and Influence
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What worked, what didn’t?
Conduct a retrospective and gather 
feedback from the people delivering 
the change and those impacted, to 
define actions that may fix or improve 
things in the future.

Are sponsor expectations being 
met?
Proactively get time with the sponsor 
to check-in on the execution of the 
solution and if there is any further 
assistance required. 

How will change happen?
Work with the change experts to 
create a plan for change, including the 
support that will be required from other 
stakeholders.

How can you best explain the 
change?
Create a brief for the people delivering 
the change and highlight the mindsets 
of those impacted to help them craft a 
tailored change plan.  

Helpful hint!
Speak their language
Consider framing your 
change communications 
for the audience you 
need to persuade.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help the 
people impacted by the 
change adjust.

Transition in
(and out)

Embed and Influence
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What could others learn?
Gather your colleagues and other 
interested stakeholders and share 
your learnings about the change and 
the broader system so that knowledge 
is passed on and more connections 
are made.

Are there opportunities to improve? 
Reflect on the data collected based on 
the approach outlined in your learning 
plan. 

Generate insights about the change 
and its impact on overall health of the 
system. 

Suggest ways to ensure the change 
achieves its desired intent. Prioritise 
improvements that address unintended 
consequences but also consider new 
opportunities to improve the health of 
the system.

Can you prove it works?
Collaborate with the people delivering 
the change to collect a range of data 
from across the system, prioritising 
both qualitative and quantitative 
information. 

Ensure engagement with diverse and 
outlier perspectives.

How will you share learnings?
Establish mechanisms and create 
feedback loops for sharing information 
back to the people delivering the 
change. 

How will you identify and 
understand the impact?
Establish ways of tracking shifts in 
the system and to understand if the 
change has been a success.

Consider the data required to make 
that assessment and how it will be 
collected and analysed

Helpful hint!
Tell a story.
Data and evidence are 
only ever as useful as 
the story that you use 
them to tell.

You might want to ask 
some of the questions 
below with your design 
team, project team or 
sponsors to help capture 
information and ensure it 
is acted on.

Understand 
the impact

Embed and Influence
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Most significant change
A participatory method of evaluating 
and reflecting on a new change.

Outcomes Mapping
Used by the ATO’s PMO, outcomes 
mapping is a method to plan and 
evaluate outcomes of solutions.

Retrospectives
A reflective activity that looks back at 
what happened to identify new insights 
gained, how SLD was valuable and 
improvement opportunities. 

Principles focused evaluation
A technique to evaluate whether a 
change has been done according to 
design principles.  

Developmental evaluation
An evaluation technique for adaptive 
and complex system environments.  
Focuses on iterative and collaborate 
actionable insights.

Theory of Change
A tool to help describe and illustrate 
how and why desired shifts are 
expected to happen. 

System usability scale
A short survey for quantifying 
feedback from subjective assessments 
of usability.

Quick reference guide
A short document summarizing the 
key principles and elements of a 
proposed solution.

Here are some of the 
tools you might find 
useful in working with 
your design and project 
team to answer these 
questions.

Design
methods

Embed and Influence
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