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In the Netherlands, one of the government 
bodies solving complex problems is the Nether-
lands Enterprise Agency (‘Rijksdienst Voor On-
dernemers’; RVO). Within RVO, X-lab is develop-
ing new ways of working to be better prepared 
to deal with these complex problems. In short, 
X-lab is RVO’s internal innovation lab that cre-
ates and collects different frameworks, meth-
ods and tools to support  policy writers when 
they solve problems. They  do this by co-cre-
ation, developing frameworks, experimenting 
and setting up processes.

In practice it has been noted by X-lab that inno-
vative ideas are being created with the help of 
X-lab, but not always successfully carried out in 
practice. Hence, X-lab is working on improving 
its methods and processes. A new method they 
are currently developing is flow design, which is 
seen as a good fit to solve the present complex 
problems. However, X-lab encounters problems 
scaling up the flow design method, therefore it 
is not practiced by many. I was approached to 
further investigate this problem. 

While investigating the problem, I noticed there 
are several underlying problems within flow de-
sign that do not allow flow design to live up to 
its full potential to deal with complex problems.  
This is mainly because after a flow design ses-
sion no clear actions to solve the problem are 
designed after analysing the problem. Based on 
this insight, I decided to shift the focus of this 
research towards these underlying problems. 
Resulting in the following aim of this research: 
The aim of this research is to deliver a tangible 
product that enables X-lab to better deal with 
complex problems, supported by recommen-
dations that are based on a thorough analysis 
of X-lab and flow design. Since I am a designer 

experienced in design thinking, the following 
research question was drafted: Where and how 
can design thinking support the trajectory of 
flow design within X-lab RVO?

This thesis follows the structure of the double 
diamond as presented by the design coun-
cil (2007). The starting point of this thesis was 
conducting research into X-lab and flow design. 
These results are evaluated and then compared 
to design thinking theories. Based on the out-
come of this analysis several experiments were 
performed to develop the solution. As a final 
step this solution is validated and iterated. Re-
sulting in two manuals and a decision-making 
canvas.

The discovery phase

The first phase of this thesis is the discovery 
phase. In this phase case studies and interviews 
are done to develop a theory explaining flow de-
sign. Based on this analysis several problems are 
identified which are arbitrary division, language, 
time limitation, lack of process and measuring 
impact. Of these problems lack of process is 
the most relevant problem and therefore it was 
selected to solve in this thesis. In this analysis it 
was concluded that flow design doesn’t live up 
to its full potential. According to the theories 
by Tuckmann (1972) and Snowden and Boone 
(2007), there need to be steps added after a flow 
design session, so that the group can live up to 
its full potential and so that complex/complicat-
ed problems are solved in the best possible way. 
Therefore, the question arises whether design 
thinking is a relevant theory to support in devel-
oping these steps and if so, how can it support 
flow design?

E XECUTIVE SUMMARY
The define phase

This question is answered in the second phase  
of this thesis, the define phase. With the help  
design thinking models, such as frame creation 
(Dorst, 2015) and the double diamond (Design 
council, 2004), the conclusion is made that 
design thinking is supporting when dealing 
with complex and complicated problems. Also,  
based on the design thinking models, two de-
sign thinking principles were drafted that can 
support flow design, which are:

•	 To be able to perform next steps while solv-
ing a problem, their needs to be clarity in 
which steps to take and why

•	 Secondly, these steps need to be taken us-
ing iteration and experimentation

The create phase

The third phase of this process is the create 
phase. In this phase the solution is created and 
developed. To do so several experiments are 
performed to understand the moment of inter-
vention, the use of frameworks, how to deliver 
clarity and their current way of experimenta-
tion. Based on these experiments a model is 
developed and tested. The result was a con-
cept  model, which had potential, but needed 
further iteration so that the user knows how to 
properly apply the model. This was done in the 
final phase.

The deliver phase

The final phase of this thesis is the deliv-
er phase. In this phase I have developed two 
manuals and a decision-making canvas which 
guides you through the necessary steps to take 
for solving a complicated or complex problem. 
These products were validated using a fictive 
case study. The evaluation pointed out that the 
product portfolio is succesfull, but where and 
how did design thinking support the trajectory 
of flow design? I will explain that based on the 
theories I have consulted in this thesis. 

The support of design thinking

Based on Tuckmann (1972) and Snowden (2007) 

and the interviews it can be said that the full po-
tential of the current flow design process is not 
met. First of all, because in theory the poten-
tial is higher when all steps of the two theories 
are completed, and secondly, because flow de-
sign has no tangible outcome and therefore no 
clear actions to solve the problem are designed 
after analysing the problem. However, the final 
goal is to solve the problem, consequently the 
current flow design process could be improved. 

So, flow design doesn’t perform all the steps 
of Tuckmann’s model of group development 
and also not of Snowden’s dealing with com-
plex/complicated problems model. The missing 
steps in flow design are Tuckmann’s norming 
and performing steps and Snowden’s probe, 
sense and response steps for complex prob-
lems, and  Snowden’s sense, analyse and re-
sponse steps for complicated problems. The 
product portfolio was designed in such a way 
that it facilitates that all of Snowden’s and Tuck-
mann’s steps are performed. Furthermore, the 
validation showed that the product portfolio in-
deed delivered clear actions to solve the prob-
lem. Since, the product portfolio has been cre-
ated with the use of design thinking, namely 
the methods of the double diamond and frame 
creation are being applied, I conclude design 
thinking supports the trajectory of flow design.

So, I have presented a product portfolio in this 
thesis which improves flow design. Further-
more, this product portfolio along with the 
thorough description I made on flow design it-
self has been written down in a tangible docu-
ment that can be transferred to collegues with-
in the organisation. Reflecting on the starting 
point of this project six months ago, I conclude 
that the side effect of this thesis is that the re-
sulting product increases the potential scalabil-
ity of flow design.

Lastly, the validation pointed out that improve-
ments can be made on clarifying what type of 
problem you are dealing with and on how to 
use the action model more time efficient.
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If we look around, we see things our parents 
couldn’t dream of. This also means that there 
are new challenges. According to the Harvard 
Business Review today’s decision makers face 
environments in which things that were iso- 
lated from one another just 30 years ago are 
bumping up against each other, often with un-
expected results. This is due to a large number 
of technological and sociological changes that 
occurred after 1980:

•	 Digitization of massive amounts of informa- 
tion,

•	 Smart systems that communicate interde-
pendently,

•	 The decreasing cost of computing power,

•	 The increasing ease of communicating rich 
content across distances,

•	 An increasingly wealthy human population, 
resulting in more participation in the formal 
economy, and

•	 The wholesale rewriting of industry norms 
and business models.

In the public sector political and administrative 
leaders are subjected to great pressure. In re- 
cent years, there have been major issues erupt- 
ing that undermine “business-as-usual” ap- 
proaches to law and security, social wellbeing, 
economic stability, and environmental health.

In the Netherlands, one of the government bod-
ies solving these complex problems is the Neth-
erlands Enterprise Agency (‘Rijksdienst Voor 
Ondernemers’; RVO), which is a government 
implementation agency with around 4000 
employees; its activities are carried out on be-

half of various Dutch ministries, provinces and 
the European Union. It aims to facilitate entre-
preneurship, improve partnerships, strengthen 
positions and help realize national and interna-
tional ambitions through financing, network-
ing, knowledge and compliance with laws and 
regulations. in 2020, RVO paid out 12.3 billion in 
subsidies to entrepreneurs, on behalf of 9 differ-
ent ministries (Tweede Kamer, 2020).

Within RVO, X-lab is developing new ways of 
working to be better prepared to deal with these 
complex problems. In short, X-lab is RVO’s inter-
nal innovation lab that creates and collects dif-
ferent frameworks, methods and tools to sup-
port  policy writers when they solve problems. 
They  do this by co-creation, developing frame-
works, experimenting and setting up processes. 
For example, a case solved by X-lab several years 
ago is for the Ministry of Economic Affairs(EZ).
EZ needed a lot of data from the agro-food sec-
tor to be able to grant subsidies. This resulted in 
extra administration and therefore investment 
in ICT was needed. This created a conflict as to 
who is responsible for these costs. X-lab orga-
nized a co-create session in which the problem 
was treated as a system issue resulting in an in-
vestment agenda through which EZ can weigh 
the interests of its own parties(RVO, NVWA) 
against the interests of the industry.

The previous is an example of a successful out-
come for X-lab and RVO. Nonetheless, in prac 
tice it has been noted by X-lab that innovative  
ideas are being created with the help of X-lab 
but not always successfully carried out in prac-
tice. Hence, X-lab is working on improving its 
methods and processes. A new method they are 

1 .1  INTRODUCTION currently developing is flow design, which is seen as 
a good fit to solve the present complex problems. 
However, X-lab encounters problem scaling up the 
flow design method, therefore it is not practiced by 
many.

Another new way of working on solving complex 
problems is design thinking. Design thinking is a 
process generally defined as an analytical and cre-
ative process whereby one is allowed to experiment, 
model and develop prototypes, collect feedback 
and redesign (Razzouk, Rim & Shute, Valerie, 2012 ). 
Design becomes a force in the world. Today, design 
professionals have gained access to a wide variety 
of professions. This is a great success, not only for 
the individuals, but also as a testament to the val-
ue of design practices. Likewise, a growing number 
of non traditional designers are successfully picking 
up and using design practices to solve problems 
across society (Adam Thorpe & Lorraine Gamman, 
2011).

This rise in complex problems in combination with 
design thinking can open up a whole range of solu- 

tion options. An example is the Danish MindLab, an 
internal platform for creativity and innovation of the 
Danish Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs.
They have successfully implemented design think-
ing into their methods and are regarded world- 
wide as a success for using design thinking to solve 
complex problems.

Therefore, I argue design thinking can be of added 
value to X-lab’s activities. So, in this graduation proj-
ect I will analyse the problems of X-lab’s new flow 
design method in order to explore the added val- 
ue of design thinking. The next goal of this thesis 
is to develop a structured process based on design 
thinking in which flow design can be applied to 
complex problems. This structured process will re-
sult in a transferable product and therefore it will be 
scalable.

Enjoy reading!

Image 1.  RVO in the Hague
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1 .2 INTRODUCTION X-L AB

In this section I will briefly explain the con-
text of this graduation project, considering 
the organisation RVO and the team X-lab. 

RVO

This project takes place in the Netherlands 
Enterprise Agency (RVO). RVO is a Dutch gov-
ernment agency that operates under the aus-
pices of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Climate Policy. Its activities are commissioned 
by the various Dutch ministries and the Euro-
pean Union. They help enterprising Dutch peo-
ple and policy staff move forward in the field of 
sustainability, moving business across borders, 
agricultural entrepreneurship, and innovation.
RVO does this by giving advice, creating a net-
work, and granting subsidies. 

X-Lab

In 2014 RVO was exploring different process in-
novations to deal with these challenges. On the 
initiative of workers from RVO, “X-lab supports 
in solving complex problems by thinking in ser-
vices” (Interview X-lab employee). For the de-
velopment of this lab, existing innovation labs 
such as the Danish mindlab and the UK policy 
lab have been consulted and functioned as in-
spiration.

While searching for external help on a case, De-
loitte stated the following description of RVO’s 
X-lab: RVO is setting up a “laboratory” in which 
public services are improved and renewed. In 
this X-lab explorations, analyses, and experi-
ments are carried out in concrete cases that are 
submitted from within or outside the organiza-
tion. 

X-lab is founded because RVO has become 
globally aware of the complexities of the so-
cial, economic, and environmental challenges 
we face. These new challenges are open, net-
worked and, dynamic problems. Many policy 
problems are wicked, ill-structured, or complex 
in the sense that natural, technological, social, 
and human elements interact. As a result, a va-
riety of problem perceptions exists, values and 
interests may be conflicting, and power and re-
sources to change things are distributed over 
multiple actors (Rittel and Webber, 1973). Such 
complexity is the everyday reality of analysts 
and problem solvers concerned with such com-
plex socio-technological systems. 

X-lab’s trajectory

In brief, X-lab delivers actionable design by fa-
cilitating meetings with the case owner. During 
those meetings tools are applied by X-lab to 
reframe the problem in order to open up new 
possibility space. 

In total X-lab is ran by seven staff members.

In this section I will describe the new tool 
currently in development, flow design. Flow 
design is a method that can be requested by 
the problem owner as a single session or as 
part of the X-lab tractory as described in the 
last section.

Flow design is a method, developed by employ-
ees from X-lab. It is a method in which co-cre-
ation sessions are held and outcomes are not 
designs but future actions. Flow design solves 
problems that are complicated or complex 
snowden (2007). Different frames are created 
by using different experts. By using these dif-
ferent frames, a common mental model is cre-
ated, which is then converted into action lines. 
How these problems are converted to actions is 
explained in chapter 5.

But the main goal of flow design is not the 
outcome but the process itself. The focus lies 
on getting into flow. This is a concept first de-
scribed by Mihály Csíkszentmihály. He de-
scribes it as a state of concentration or com-
plete absorption with the activity at hand and 
the situation. It is a state in which people are so 
involved in an activity that nothing else seems 
to matter. Whereby most of the theory focuses 
on individual flow. Flow design is also a method 
to get a group as its whole into flow. Group flow 
is notably different from independent flow as 
it is inherently mutual. Group flow is attainable 
when the performance unit is a group, such as 
a team or musical group. When groups cooper-
ate to agree on goals and patterns, social flow, 
commonly known as group cohesion, is much 
more likely to occur (Walker, 2010).

Flow design is in development since 2018 by 
X-lab. The first name of flow design was the role 
model. This model consisted of a clarifier (duid-
er), process moderator (process begeleider), ex-
pert and problem owner (probleemeigenaar). 
After using this model and improving it, flow 
design emerged. Currently, flow design is used 
to guide a session in a way to generate more 
solution space and to empower the partici-
pants. 

1 .3 FLOW DESIGN INTRODUCTION
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2 DESIGN OF THIS RESE ARCH

2.1 AIM OF THIS RESE ARCH

In this section I describe the research ques-
tion, aim of this research and the crucial 
steps needed to achieve this.

Research question

The research question of this research is:

Where and how can design thinking support 
the trajectory of flow design within X-lab RVO?

Research aim

While investigating the problem (see research 
objective 1), I noticed there are several under-
lying problems within flow design that do not 
allow flow design to live up to its full potential to 
deal with complex problems. Based on this in-
sight, I decided to shift the focus of this research 
towards these underlying problems, resulting 
in the following aim:

The aim of this research is to deliver a tangible 
product that enables X-lab to better deal with 
complex problems, supported by recommen-
dations that are based on a thorough analysis 
of X-lab and flow design.

To achieve the research aim several research 
objectives need to be achieved.

Research objective 1 (discover)

The first research objective is evaluating flow 
design. For this it is important to first under-

stand the context. The context is researched 
by observing and participating in team meet-
ings of X-lab and secondly by doing interviews. 
Thereafter flow design is analyzed. It is analyzed 
by performing interviews, observing meetings 
and following several cases.

Research objective 2  (define)

The second objective is researching how de-
sign thinking solves the problems found in re-
search objective 1. First, several design thinking 
method should be selected. Then these meth-
ods should be compared with the conclusions 
found in research objective 1. Based on this 
research a selection should be made of which 
problems to tackle.

Research objective 3 (create)

The third research objective is to develop the 
solution. First, ideas should be developed based 
on the outcome of research objective 2. Next, 
several experiments should be performed to 
validate the assumptions underlying this idea. 
Lastly, several iterations will be done on the final 
solution.

Research objective 4 (deliver)

The last research objective is validating the 
solution. This is done by first performing several 
expert reviews. Followed by doing a case to see 
if the problems found in research objective 1 are 
solved.
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Project structure

The Double diamond model (British design Coun-
cil) in figure 1.1 constitutes the basic structure of 
this thesis. This project is stucture into 4 steps; 
discover, define, create, deliver. These act as the 
structure of the creative process that has led to 
the final deliverable. 

The discover phase

In the discover phase X-lab’s way of  working and 
flow design is analyzed by interviews, case studies 
and meeting observations. Thereby fulffiling re-
search objective 1.

The define phase

During the define phase I will scope and select 
problems. I will start by comparing X-lab’s proc-
cesses and methods to design thinking methods, 
identifing the added value of design thinking. This 
analysis then results in scoped redefined problems. 
Thereby fulffiling research objective 2.

The create phase

The create phase describes the iterative design pro-
cess, in which different design techniques, exper-
iments and evaluations form the basis of the final 
proposal. Thereby fulffiling research objective 3.

The deliver phase

The deliver-chapter describes the final deliverable 
of this graduation project. The final deliverable is 
tested in a case study. Thereby fulffiling research 
objective 4.

DISCOVER DEFINE CREATE DELIVER

Data 
gathering & 
results
Interviews,
cases, meeting 
observations,
literature, in-
ductive narra-
tive analysis

Data 
gathering & 
research fin-
dings 
Literature 
research, 
comparison 
analysis 

Concept 
proposal 
Design, ex-
periments, 
iteration

Validating 
and finalizing 
design
Design, tes-
ting, case 
studies, expert 
reviews

Figure 1.1 Project overview



2.2 ME THODS 

The focus of this project is on understanding 
flow design and its context. Therefore, it is 
first of all important to understand how flow 
design works and most of all understand the 
context in which it operates: X-lab’s current 
way of working. This analysis is performed in 
the discover phase of this thesis. First of all, 
I will describe the methods used to gather 
in- formation which then will be used to an-
alyze the process and formulate a problem 
statement.

The discover phase is split up into two sec-
tions: X-lab’s current way of working and flow 
design.

X-lab’s current way of working

The aim is to get an understanding of their cur- 
rent process and the principles that support 
their process. To do so, 15 interviews were con- 
ducted. Furthermore, I observed and participat-
ed in 20 meetings of 2-4 hours. Based on these   
interviews, meetings, and literature I came to 
a description of the X-labs process  (chapter 
4). I like to state that when starting this project 
there was no clear way of  working in X-lab, so 
the description of the process is solely based on 
this analysis and confirmed by X-lab.

Flow design

The next aim is to get an understanding of 
how flow design works and find its current lim-
itations. To deliver this analysis 2 case studies 
were done, 10 interviews were conducted and 
25 meetings in which flow design was applied 
have been observed and participated in.

Interview method

Interview participants were recruited through 
the network of X-lab. The interviews lasted ap- 
proximately sixty minutes in a semi-structured 
way through zoom or Microsoft teams; during 
this work strict regulations for limiting spread of 
the COVID-19 virus were implemented, includ-
ing not working in offices. For the interviews 
Miro was used to show the interview approach 
to the participants and make notes, for an ex-
ample, see appendix 2.

Case observations

To learn more about X-lab’s way of working and 
their flow design method in practice, several 
cases were followed. The data was gathered 
by following the team in general, not limited 
to a specific project. Furthermore, I followed 
two specific projects more in depth to see the 
method in practice. To analyze these cases data 
was collected using Miro board and recordings. 
Also, the researcher participated in these cases 
by performing different roles to gain more in-
sights from different perspectives.

Meeting observations

As an X-lab team member I participated in their 
daily work in over 20 meetings. In these meet-
ings different team members or external ex-
perts participated on a variety of subjects. For 
details on the insights gathered in these meet-
ings, see appendix 3.

Based on the information gathered in the inter- 
views, case studies and meeting observations, I 
made a description of their current way of work-
ing, the flow design process, the limitations and 
problems. My observations and conclusions will 
be described in the next chapter.

Data has been collected from a total of 127 
hours of interviewing, case-reviewing and 
participating in meetings. All participants 
are anonymized.

Interviews

In total, 11 different people were interviewed in 
21 interviews that lasted a total of 28 hours re-
sulting in 66 excerpts. These interviews exclude 
interviews done for the case studies, described 
below. Participants included three executive 
managers in a ministry, one in a municipali-
ty, six X-lab employees and one designer. The 
interviews with the participants concerned 
their expertise, relative to either X-labs or flow 
design. The interviews were then analyzed by 
extracting the most relevant excerpts and then 
grouping them into categories; for details, see 
appendix 3

Cases

Two cases were analyzed that lasted a total of 15 
hours. During these cases 37 different people 
participated. For more information about the 
participants and cases, see appendix D and E

 

Observations

In total, the researcher took part in 18 meetings, 
with an overall duration of of a total of 84 hours 
and observed through participation. All data 
was collected in Miro from which the interest- 
ing insights were subsequently obtained and 
discussed for feedback with the participants; 
see appendix 1.

2.3 FACTS AND FIGURES OF THE
 RESULTS
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Research data is collected through inter-
views, observation, cases and literature. The 
collection of this data is done for each re-
search objective. For analyzing the data of 
the interviews and observation, an induc-
tive method was used.  

The analysis was divided into four stages. First, 
the Miro boards, recordings and transcripts 
were analyzed and categories were identified 
to reflect on the specific definition of flow de-
sign and theory on flow design. Second, these 
categories were grounded into second-order 
themes to shift to more abstract concepts. in 
order to do so, the categories were compared 
with existing research of Jaap Daalhuizen (2021) 
on design methodology. Based on this theory 
second order themes that more closely reflect 
this theory were defined. I was unable to de-
fine alle these themes in more detail because 
research about flow design is lacking. 

Thirdly, explanations for differences and simi-
larities were explored on the basis of the inter-
view and observation data. These are used in 
providing variation, if there was missing simi-
larity or difference at a specific theme further 
research is required. 

Fourth, the last stage of this analysis was draft-
ing a description of the method of flow de-

sign. The descrption of the method is then 
compared to the data from the interviews and 
observations. The combination of these two 
sources allowed to select the most relevant fac-
tors.  The key findings and relevant quotes can 
be found in the following chapter.

Lastly, the research findings are shown to flow 
design experts to validate the outcome of this 
analysis.

2.4 HOW THE DATA IS ANALY ZED

3 DISCOVER

In the discover phase the context of this 
thesis will be described and an analysis of 
X lab’s current way of working and flow 
design will be done.  In the coming sec-
tions, a theory will be developed on what 
flow design is and how it functions.

First, the results of this research will be 
presented. Secondly, the current way of 
working of X-lab will be explained. Third-
ly flow design will be analyzed and lastly 
current limitations of X-lab and flow de-
sign will be presented.
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3 RESULTS DISCOVER

As the first step of this discovery phase the 
result will be presented. In this section the 
interviewees and the cases are explained.
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Different participants were interviewed to 
do the analysis of X-lab’s way of working 
and flow design. Three different types of in-
terviewees are identified:

Case owner

The case owners are the submitters of issues 
at the X-lab. They own and control the experi-
ments. They provide their budget and have the 
results from the lab: they are the decision-mak-
ers.

Lab staff

The case owners are supported by the lab staff: 
specialists in designing, setting up, and super-
vising experiments and experts in the field of 
the applied methods and techniques. Users 
and lab staff are increasingly assisted by ma-
chine agents: pieces of software that support 
users in tasks such as providing access to infor-
mation or recording results.

Experts and designers

In addition to the case owners and lab staff, ex-
perts and designers participate in the experi-
ments. Experts (internal and external) provide 
input based on their expertise, designers ac-
tively participate in the design of services. De-
signers work on behalf of the case owners.

Overview number of interviews and cases

Five case owners have been interviewed for 
this research. The cases differed from smaller 
projects such as digital skill improvement with-
in RVO to  larger projects spanning different 
ministries.

Ten interviews with lab staff have been per-
formed. The questions where based on their 
expertise and roles within X-lab.

Two interviews where done with designers  
working with X-lab and two interviews were 
done with experts on experimenting. 

An overview of the results can be found in ap-
pendix 3. The result of these interviews will be 
shwon in following chapter as a base of the 
analysis. 

3.1  INTERVIEWEES

Different case are used to get a better un-
derstanding of the working of flow design in 
different contexts. These case are analyzed 
by looking through Miro and recordings. 
Below is a decription of the cases in brief in 
section 3.3 and 3.4 you can find a detailed 
description of the cases.

BAR (Barendrecht, Albrandswaard and Rid-
derkerk) Group municipality

The BAR  team tasked with the digital transi-
tion of three municipalities.  They were lacking 
progress and asked for support by a single flow 
design session. This session was with 7 partic-
ipants all working for the BAR. The result of 
this session was different actions, these actions 
took around 2 months, than a new session was 
required.  For the case study see 3.3

MCU (ministeriële commissie uitvoering) Fu-
ture proof services

This commission was commissioned with the 
Future-proof services of the government. The 
team consisted of 4 core members, they cre-
ated an inspiration group with 26 participants 
of different governmental organizations, these 
participants were directors or senior strategic 
advisors. The sessions that where hosted used 
the flow design method. For the case study see 
section 3.4

The information from this case study was col-
lected via Miro during the activities and after-
wards it was discussed further by means of in-
terviews.

3.2 OBSERVED CASES
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BAR, Case study BAR (Barendrecht, Albrand-
swaard, and Ridderkerk) Group municipality

A team From the Bar municipality was tasked 
with the customers come first project. This 
project was divided into three main project 
lines: identity, online services, people at the 
center together for the customer, and was led 
by a project manager. Their manager (not the 
project manager) expressed the problem as: 
Where can we strengthen each other?

Why flow design

This manager requested flow design because 
she wants the team to get inspired and wants 
them to support each other more because of 
this shared dream. All the other team members 
weren’t familiar with the method flow design. 

Structure

The case consists of three meetings spanning 
over 2 weeks, the first is with the colleague of 
the team manager, the second one with the 
colleague of the team manager and the man-
ager and the third meeting was with the whole 
team. After these three session two reflection 
session are organized one after the flow design 
session and the other one month later.

First meeting 

The first meeting was a meeting with the man-
ager who requested flow design and a flow de-
signer and a clarifier. The goal of this meeting 
was to discuss the problem and to discuss the 
process of the case. Resulting in the direction: 
what does it look like afterwards and a general 
approach that consisted of two more meetings 

one with the project manager and one with 
the whole team.  For more details about the 
first meeting see appendix D1 

Second Meeting

The second meeting was a meeting with the 
manager, project manager, flow designer, and 
a clarifier. The goal of this meeting was to pre-
pare the project manager for the role of prob-
lem owner and to find 3 questions to ask the 
experts. These questions that were created are;: 
What would you like to do for citizens with this 
program? What would the public notice about 
this? What would you like the citizen to no-
tice from this?  For more details on how these 
questions are created see appendix D2.

Third Meeting

The third meeting was a meeting with the 
manager, project manager, three experts, flow 
designer, and a clarifier. The goal of this meet-
ing was to get a good understanding of the 
problem and the essence of the connections 
between the different projects.

This session started with a check-in where ev-
eryone answered the following questions: How 
are you doing and what do you want from to-
day. After these answers the group determined 
the definitions of done for the session; How do 
we move on so that we get everyone moving 
internally? 

Thereafter the questions that were prepared 
in the second meeting were asked one at a 
time to all experts and the problem owner. The 
flow designer also asked when is phase 1 (after 
one month) successful?. This last question was 

3.3 CASE BAR
used to see what the experts needed to pro-
ceed, which risk they saw, and where the focus 
was. Based on this several actions were created 
such as:

•	 Discuss with the steering committee which 
cross-sections we need - including delivery 
in time

•	 Create stories for target groups with core 
messages, involve opinion leaders in creat-
ing this message

•	 Set up a soundboard group - still think 
about the shape.

Lastly, a checkout was done with the group 
where comments were made by the experts 
such as:

•	 “It was a very valuable and concrete ses-
sion.”

•	 “Nice that it has yielded insights and that 
we can go a step further.”

For further details about this meeting see ap-
pendix D3.

Output

To be able to determine the result of this meet-
ing two reflection sessions were organized one 
directly after the meeting and the other two 
months later. 

First reflection session

In the first reflection session the project man-
ager, manager, flow designer, and clarifier 
were present. The goal was to reflect on the 
process of the session and the outcome of the 
session. When reflecting on the process the 
project manager and manager stated:” That 
they found it well prepared,” the project man-
ager also stated that: “Very effective way to do 
something complex, which has different im-
ages of complexity and remains complex, and 

you eventually have very concrete points that 
you can work with”. When reflecting on the 
outcome, the project manager expressed: “This 
was a valuable session and created new in-
sights, we’re able to move on.” and “We need to 
set up meetings different. More toward finding 
shared actions.”  The flow designer expressed 
that:” I took an extra step, the consultancy step, 
does not flow design, make concrete, indicate 
making concrete, making a path, this gives the 
most action perspective.”

Second reflection session

In the second reflection session, the manag-
er and clarifier were present. The goal was to 
reflect on how the outcome has impacted the 
different projects and the teams. When reflect-
ing the manager stated that; “It is going great 
with the project the moment was perfect.We 
know where the opportunities are.” “If looking 
back the impactful moment was discussing 
phase 1.” The actions we decided to do helped 
,we also added some extra actions after the 
session.” 

When looking into what are their next steps 
the manager expressed:” we need a new flow 
design session to make explicit where the new 
opportunities are, this to go next level with the 
project.”

To learn about what they did with the outcome 
of the session the manager was asked what 
she did whit the outcome of the session: ”We 
didn’t really reflect or went back to the board. 
We just know in which direction we wanted to 
go. “
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 The second case is a case for the MCU, (minis-
triele commissie uitvoering). This commission 
was commissioned with the Future-proof Ser-
vices of the government. The team consisted 
of 4 core members, they created an inspiration 
group with 26 participants of different govern-
mental organizations, these participants were 
directors or senior strategic advisors. 

The session organized was the second inspi-
ration session. During the first session a vi-
sion was created and during the second ses-
sion, it was about how forwards. To determine 
what the questions were during flow design a 
pre-meeting was organized. Hereby the follow-
ing 3 questions were created.

1.	 Describe two or three concrete effects for 
the citizen that you as an organization want 
to have achieved in view of this vision?

2.	 What opportunities do you see for new in-
teractions within your organization, in col-
laboration with other organizations?

3.	 What do you need to take the next step? 
Do you now have enough answers for that, 
with this vision?

Before the flow design meeting, all partici-
pants were asked to answer these questions 
and present them at the meeting. 

The meeting started with a short word of 
the case owner, here all the participant were 
thanked for their participation and explaining 
the goal of the meeting: finding how to move 

forwards. After this the process moderator was 
introduced and took charge of the meeting. 
The process was started by introducing the 
structure; every participant had 2-3 minutes 
to answer the three questions and then there 
was some small room for questions. The order 
of the speakers was predetermined to support 
the continuation of flow. According to the flow 
moderator this is important because by doing 
this the speakers dared to speak more. Also 
three clarifiers were introduced.

After this introduction the meeting started, af-
ter 25 minutes the process moderator asked 
the clearifiers to show what they saw and what 
they plotted in Miro. After this there was a break 
of 5 minutes. 

After this break the other half of the group pre-
sented their answers, than at the end the clear-
ifiers again showed their work. After this the 
case owner reflected on the process an asked 
for feedback of the group. The group expressed 
their satisfaction with the process. 

At last, there was a reflection with the core 
members of the project, the process modera-
tor and the clearifiers. Here the core members 
expressed their dissatisfaction with the result, 
they said: ”We expected more connections 
between participants to create actions them 
self”. Now they need to create a process for the 
next steps. The process moderator and cleari-
fiers tried to help the core team to find these 
next steps, unfortunately the next steps found 
weren’t explicit enough. 

3.4 CASE MCU

4 RESE ARCH FINDINGS X-L AB

In this section I will focus on the first re-
search objective: The first research ob-
jective is evaluating flow design. To eval-
uate flow design it is important to first 
understand the context. The context is re-
searched by observing and participating 
in team meetings of X-lab and secondly 
doing interviews. Thereafter flow design 
is analyzed. It is analyzed by performing 
interviews, observing meetings and fol-
lowing several cases.
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4.1  X-L AB’S OFFERING

To deeper understand the principles of X-lab 
we will look in this section into how and why 
it was founded, explaining the history and 
founding of X-lab. 

Founding of X-lab

X-lab was founded by two RVO employees and 
one external expert. The first tool used by X-lab 
was 16x created by Majid Iqbal. With this tool, 
the team further developed the business case 
of X-lab. By looking into different innovation 
labs the team created a better understanding 
of their offering.

Their offering was an open, creative and safe 
place where you are welcome to work with 
them in complexity. They did this by helping 
you solve the problem, by asking questions, div-
ing into the problem, experimenting, coaching, 
and advising you on implementation. When 
started they worked in the following three do-
mains, the digital economy, integral demand 
and learning government. The total activities 
of X-lab in the period of 2015-2018 exist for 30% 
from policy innovation, 55% from process inno-
vation and 15% from system innovation. 

X-lab positions itself as an innovation lab for 
service design within the government. Based 
on interviews and looking through old cases, 
X-lab’s offering can be split up in 4 elements:

Helping the client validate 

Testing hypotheses aimed at policy impact, by 
conducting policy analyzes, analyzing, and vi-
sualizing implementation data, and setting up 
and executing targeted experiments, “probes”, 
in ongoing implementation programs. Results 
are proposals for adapting public services.

Facilitating client with entire project

trajectory.

Supporting whole projects, as a facilitator and/
or expert. They do this by empowering the case 
owners during the whole project. As a result 
they deliver actionable design; a reframe and 
with this reframe they together design next 
steps.

Helping clients finding new frames.

Supporting a project that is lacking perspec-
tive to act at that moment. They support such 
a project by facilitating a session where several 
experts are involved and then they create a re-
frame and this reframe delivers perspective to 
act. 

Developping tools/methods for internal use.

Developing tools and methods for RVO. These 
tools are either self-created or are existing tools 
which have been adapted to fit the local con-
text. 
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1 .  16X

2.  ACCELERATOR

3. PANDA
Panda is a framework which helps getting a grip on 
the systemic nature of complex issues. It helps un-
derstand the context of issues and the relationship 
with other issues on a system level in an investiga-
tive way. Accoridng to an X-lab employee:” Central 
is the idea that measures you take at one moment 
have an effect at other times in the system. You get 
a grip on the context and coherence within and be-
tween issues.” 

4.2 TOOLS X-L AB

During the meetings X-lab works with many 
tools and methodologies from facilitation 
methods to methods such as logical frame-
work analysis. But X-lab mainly adds val-
ue with the following three tools based on 
systems thinking and service design. When 
looking at these tool it’s important to no-

tice that ownership is a problem for X-lab 
doing cases. The more X-lab does the less 
ownership the caseowners team takes. X-lab 
doesn’t have the capability to do these cas-
es, that’s why they empower teams  using 
principals of the following tools.

The accelator is a model to understand how the 
building blocks of public services are related: how 
public investments in society lead to added value 
and subsequently to better public investments. It 
supports the analysis of the roles and tasks of the 
learning government at the level of policy, pro-
grams, and projects. Accoridng to an X-lab employ-
ee:” Accelerator helps to see policy implementation 
in the context of the entire policy cycle.”

The 16x tool is a service design framework to gain 
insight into the components that make up the indi-
vidual services. It brings attention to the duality and 
symmetry that services have in the interaction be-
tween customer and provider. For a filled in version 
see appendix A. According to an X-lab employee 
the principle of 16x is  “ giving and doing dualities.”

The process of X-lab has several phases in 
the form of meetings. When a case own-
er enters the process, it is determined at 
which stage they will stop so that the case 
owner will leave with sufficient insight.  The 
process can contain up to 6 phases, which I 
will elaborate upon in this section. 

Note that this is their process on paper, com-
pleted by me after following and observing 
the team. However, the team does not nec-
essarily follow a clear structure. The process is 
determined for each case individually by X-lab 
experts often based on intuition. While observ-
ing, I have noticed a process proposition at the 
start of each trajectory is limitedly suggested.  

Nonetheless, it is important to distinguish the 
outline of the process, to create the best pos-
sible understanding of the functioning of the 
team, in order to evaluate and have a starting 
point for this thesis.

PHASE 0

This is an intake, not part of the process, but 
here X-lab and the case owner try to see if 
there is a fit. This is based on whether or not 
the problem is complex enough, and does 
X-lab and the case owner have a connection.

PHASE 1

The case owner enters a subject in the form of 
a question. Those questions are mostly in the 
following direction: It is complex, it runs not as 
expected, how can I continue? 

PHASE 2

Is to get the context, this may take some time 
because it is necessary to view the whole sys-
tem with events, interests, principles used, 
core questions, and assignments, until it has 
become clear where the pain points are that 
hinder progress.

PHASE 3

Establishing the central question or hypothe-
sis.

PHASE 4

This is the experimental phase to see if the 
question is correct and leads to result. This is 
not a traditional experiment as we designers 
think off, it is in the form of a panel discussion. 
Every participant brings knowledge and skills 
to complement each other and everything is 
allowed up to experiment. Sometimes that 
leads to a surprising result.

PHASE 5

The previous phase has provided insight into 
how the different components relate to each 
other. With this outcome possible concepts 
are created. 

PHASE 6

We will design this in more detail: How can 
we create a precise design for the process and 
desired result and translate that into a plan of 
action.

4.3 PROCESS X-L AB
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During several interviews and meetings, 
the following comment was made severale 
times by case owners and X-lab employee’s: 
“innovation within government is hard.” 
When asking “why is this hard”, several rea-
sons where given such as: 

•	 “we are spending tax money so you could 
say we need to be right every time.” (X-lab 
employee).

•	 “our problems are really splintered, we 
have to deal with many different stories to 
the same problem.”(Case owner)

•	 “Their seems to be resistance to helping 
people with implementation, these are “de 
krenten in de pap” (Dutch proverb mean-
ing these are the great things of the job).” 
(X-lab employee).

•	 “When developing a solution, it is never 
your responsibility as a team you’re respon-
sible for a part.” (X-lab employee).

Also according to an article released by Twyns-
tra Gudde in 2021 there is resistance within the 
context of government when implementing.  
there are several reasons for the resistance 
which origin in the organizational, political 
and psychological characteristics of the gov-
ernment.

Organization

To be able to organize, boundaries are need-
ed to a certain extent. Calling something an 
“organization” already means that there is a 
boundary somewhere between the depart-
ments inside the organization as well between 
inside and outside of the organization. Only 
when there is an organization is there an enti-

ty where a certain responsibility can be placed, 
where money can go, where people can be 
hired. Limiting is part of ordering and organiz-
ing, for example to be able to arrange mandate 
and management. Borders also create space. 
For example, a police officer has discretionary 
powers if it is clear what the limits are.

Politics

Politics is about the insolubilities of existence. 
Political decision-making always involves 
competing values, positions and interests. 
That is why politics is always a struggle to de-
termine the issue in the first place, then where 
they start and where they end. Politics is not 
only about finding solutions, but also about 
naming and renaming problems. That is why 
politics is not only about integrality, but also 
about making and protecting a difference. 
This makes determining the boundaries of 
what social tasks are, in addition to a profes-
sional task, also political, and determining or 
shifting boundaries a political intervention.

Psychological

Limits are not only laid down in rules and pro-
cedures. They also arise in social interaction 
and perceptions. Sometimes explicitly, often 
implicitly in the form of unwritten rules. Part 
of giving meaning to the world is to put obser-
vations in perspective: they are given a certain 
shape and therefore also a certain boundary. 
This also applies to professional demarcation: 
every public professional also determines per-
sonally what his or her domain is, what he or 
she “belongs to”, where responsibility begins 
and ends, who belongs and who does not.

4.4 BOUNDARY STRUCT URE 
WITHIN THE GOVERNMENT

After eight weeks of observing the meet-
ings held by X-lab, fulfilling several roles 
during meetings myself, and conducting 
interviews with case owners and experts, 
I have made the following observations on 
X-lab’s way of working. 

Experimenting

While experimenting is a part of the offering 
of X-lab, empolyees are holding back to do so. 
This has to do with culture but also with their 
view on experimenting. Their view is to experi-
ment in order to validate  something. Yet, vali-
dating can lead to a negative outcome, which 
can been seen as failure. But experimenting 
could also be used to better understand the 
problem, called explorative experimenting. I 
think this is a missed opportunity to get to the 
heart of the problem. 

Outcome

The outcome of the trajectory as described 
by X-lab is actionable design, which means 
creating conditions to do, especially after the 
trajectory. However, I have observed when in-
terviewing the case owners, that the outcome 
often does not lead to actions, but rather cre-
ates a new frame to approach the problem. 
So, there seems to be a discrepancy in the as-
sumed outcome by the case owner and X-lab. 

After conducting seven interviews with case 
owners and experts, the following concluding 
observation is made: the ideas and innova-
tions created during X-lab’s trajectory not al-
ways have the desired result. The ideas seem 
to stall in the execution phase.

Measuring Impact

To determine the impact delivered by X-lab 
interviewees are asked about X-lab’s impact. 
Several answers were given such as:

•	 “When there is a lot of movement based 	
on our interventions.”

•	 “When our ideas spread.”

•	 “We don’t measure it so we don’t really 		
know.”

Furthermore, during my time at X-lab, we have 
never quantified the impact of our efforts nor 
reflected in a quantifiable manner. 

Based on these answers and observations, it 
is concluded that X-lab does not measure its 
impact. Hence, it would be good if a way of 
measuring impact becomes part of the way of 
working of X-lab. First of all, to reflect and im-
prove, secondly, to quantify their added value. 

Branding

Compared to other Public Sector innovation 
(PSI) Labs X-lab doesn’t brand itself, X-lab 
doesn’t have its own website, linkedin page 
nor can you download or find their tools on-
line.

Lastly,  it should be noted that X-lab is limited 
by the governmental context of their playing 
field, as described in the last section. 

4.5 REFLECTION
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4.6 CONCLUSION X-L AB

In this chapter I have presented X-lab’s current way of working, including several lim-
itations. Here I would like to summarize this chapter by presenting five conclusions:

1.	 X-lab support teams within RVO when dealing with problems. They do so by ap-
plying tools and frameworks  on the problem during sessions with the case owner 
and experts.

2.	 Often the set up of the trajectory is based on intuition. Due to this approach the 
process is not always as explicit and therefore hard to diffuse. This causes prob-
lems in twofold. First of all, it makes it difficult to explain the trajectory to collegues 
within X-lab, hence scalability is difficult. Secondly, it makes it difficult for the case 
owner to spread the ideas generated during the trajectory within the organization 
of RVO. 

3.	 Moreover, due to the boundary structure within the governmental organizations it 
becomes difficult to include all stakeholders when solving complex problems that 
are often open, dynamic and transdisciplinary. It is important to keep this playing 
field in mind while designing. 

4.	 Lastly, after several weeks of observing and interviews I have noticed measuring 
impact is not part of X-lab’s activities. This is a missed opportunity, because it al-
lows the organization to reflect and improve its processes and to show its value.

X-lab is working on improving its methods 
and process. A new method they are cur-
rently developing is flow design, which is 
seen as a good fit to solve the present com-
plex problems. However, X-lab encounters 
problem scaling up the flow design meth-
od, hence it has not been implemented 
yet. In order to analyze the problems they 
are facing, first a deeper understanding of 
the suggested flow design method is de-
sired. 

In the previous section the context of this 
graduation is sketched. In this section I 
will answer the second research question: 
what is flow design? To answer this ques-
tion I will first of all, give an introduction 
to flow design,  then look into the differ-
ent roles followed by  some theoratical 
principles.

5 RESE ARCH FINDINGS
FLOW DESIGN



In this section I will describe the new tool 
currently in development: flow Design. Flow 
design is a method that can be requested by 
the problem owner as a single session or as 
part of the X-lab tractory as described in the 
last section. In this section I will elaborate on 
the meaning of flow design. This method will 
be explained using the method content the-
ory of Jaap Daalhuizen (2021), which consists 
of the following 5 elements;

1.	 Method goal is defined as: the de-
scribed goals and the prioritization of those 
goals a method aims to help achieve through 
its use.

2.	 Method procedure is defined as: the 
structural activities described in the method 
and their relative chronological and logical or-
dering.

3.	 Method framing is defined as: the con-
text of use described in the method and its im-
plications and prerequisites for method use.

4.	 Method rationale is defined as: the per-
formance-goal relationship and motivations 
underlying the goals of the method.

5.	 Method mindset is defined as: the set 
of described values, principles, underlying be-
liefs, and logic that inform a method and its use.

 

5.1  FLOW DESIGN RESE ARCH 
SE TUP

In this section, I will explain the method goal 
of flow design;  the specific goal that flow 
design aims to help achieve.

This is researched by performing interviews, 
with case owners, flow designers, and reflecting 
on the BAR and MCU cases. The following three 
actions were taken to research the method goal 
of flow design 

1.	 The flow designers were asked: What is  the 
goal of this method?

2.	 The case owners were asked: What was the 
result of the flow design meeting?

3.	 Reflecting on cases, on how the result of the 
case is described by case owners and flow 
designers during cases. 

Flow designers

When asking what the goal is of flow design the 
following answers were given.

•	 “Bringing people with different interests 
into a state where they can design system-
atically together.”

•	 “Flow design will create collective commit-
ment and motivation.”

•	 “With flow design you open up the possibil-
ity space.”

•	 “With flow design you’re able to see con-
nections and because of these connections 
you’re able to move forward.”

Case Owners 

When asking what the promise is made by the 
flow designers about the result of the flow de-

sign meeting the following answers were given.

•	 “It created safety whereby more space is 
created for individual interests”

•	 “It made explicit which relations there are 
between the different project this gave us 
perspective on what to do.”

•	 “I have been helped enormously with what 
options we have. What are the steps we are 
going to take next?”

•	 “I don’t know, when looking back what the 
added value was.”

Cases

When reflecting on the cases the following 
promises were made; 

•	 “Flow design will help you see the connec-
tion and therefore you know what to do”.

•	 “When you’re stuck flow design will help 
you see new possibilities.”

Conclusions

Based on these three actions the following con-
clusions are drawn.

1.	 The goal of flow design is to bring direction 
when you’re stuck, so that the group can act 
in this direction.

2.	 Flow design doesn’t deliver actions accord-
ing to the case owners.

3.	 The expectation of clear actions after a flow 
design session is not met.

 

5.2 FLOW DESIGN GOAL
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As mentioned before there are several roles; 
process moderator, clarifier, problem owner 
and experts.  These roles have different func-
tions, require different talents and have differ-
ent responsibility.  

The process moderator

The process moderator is the guider of the process 
and responsible for the flow of the group and the 
definition of doing which means, the activities are 
performed and the order of these activities. The 
process moderator, moderates the group. They 
give everyone time to speak to react, watches the 
time and creates rules beforehand such as speak 
when asked, not going into details. The process 
moderator also tries to create an equal group by 
giving everyone time to speak this to be able to un-
derstand different sides of the story. It is important 
for the process moderator to be unbiased, to that 
he / she does not interfere with the content and 
is also not interested in the result. As said before 
the main goal of flow design is getting into flow, 
the process moderator does this during the ses-
sion by focusing on behavior of the individuals and 
interaction between individuals. With behavior the 
moderator looks at attitude and confidence of the 
members. The moderator tries to get the group 
into flow, without being a disturbing force. 

The clarifier

The second role is the role of the clarifier, the clar-
ifier is the one who listens and writes down the 
points made by the experts and problems owners 
and tries to link and group these points. Currently 
they use Miro to connect, they do this by writing 
down on digital post-its for an example see appen-
dix D3. This role ensures that everyone feels heard 
by writing down what is being said. It is important 
here that the clarifier distinguishes between main 
and side issues. If he / she does not do this, it will be 
difficult to find the right connections, these con-
nections are necessary for the group to gain new 

insights. Process facilitator often asks the clarifier 
to share his findings. The interpreter tries to get 
the context and the system on board. 

The Problem owner

The problem owner is responsible for the problem, 
selects the experts and maintains the link to the 
company and context. For the problem owner it is 
important that he/she feels responsible for the out-
come of the solutions. This is described by Taleb as 
Skin in the game. Second, the problem owner is 
responsible for selecting the experts, this is done 
in consultation with the process moderator. Often 
these experts are already involved in the process. 
In addition, the problem owner must ensure that 
the outcome is appropriate for the company and 
context. This does require an important nuance if 
the problem owner wants to be too concrete too 
quickly, there is no possibility to increase the scope 
for possibilities. This is because the group then fo-
cuses on the concrete and no longer on the links.

The Expert

Experts can be invited by the problem owner for 
two different reasons. The first is they have a clear 
added expertise and second are experts on the 
problem because they themselves are part of the 
problem. The latter is the most common. Prob-
lem owners are clearly introduced by the process 
moderator, this ensures that the group knows 
what their knowledge is but also what they have 
no knowledge about. Another effect of this is ego 
management, which ensures that the process 
moderator can clearly give someone’s turn based 
on expertise. For an expert it is important to not be 
too dominant. If an expert is to dominant everyone 
starts to listen to the experts and not being critical 
towards and not challenge the expert. When deal-
ing with complicated or complex problems this is 
a problem.

5.3 FLOW DESIGN PROCEDURE 

“ WE CANNOT SOLVE 
OUR PROBLEMS 
WITH THE SAME 

THINKING WE USED 
WHEN WE CRE ATED 

THEM” 
- 

ALBERT EINSTEIN
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After observing, interviewing and taking part 
in several flow design sessions, I have made 
the following detailed description of flow de-
sign.

A flow design session has several stages. It starts 
with the intake, followed by the session itself and 
the roundup. In figure 2 you can find informa-
tion about the steps in more detail, more infor-
mation on the roles can be found in section 5.3.

1. Preparing

Before the intake, it is determined whether flow 
design is the best fit for the problem. To deter-
mine if flow design is of added value, the pro-
cess moderator looks if the problem owner has 
enough skin in the game, if there is a systemic 
challenge and if they are prepared to work with 
a different way of working.

2. Intake

Secondly, there is the intake. The main goal of 
the intake is to prepare the being and doing of 

the future session. While preparing the process 
moderator tries to get a better understanding of 
the context. To prepare the definition of doing, 
the process moderator tries to get a better un-
derstanding of the problem. During this step the 
process moderator, problem owner and the clar-
ifier define 2-3 question to support the session. 
The problem owner selects experts that should 
participate.  Then a statement is created of the 
result when the session is done called the defini-
tion of done for example the definition of done 
of the BAR case was: a good understanding of 
the problem and essence of the connections be-
tween the different projects.

3. The session itself

After the intake the session starts. In the session 
all roles are present so; the process moderator, 
clarifier, problem owner and experts. During this 
session they go through four stages; the check-
in, definition of done, deep dive, checkout. 

The first step is the check-in here the process 

Figure 2, Flow 
Design procedure

moderator asks all participants how they are do-
ing, what is their interest for the meeting and when 
they are happy today. The process moderator also 
answers these question. 

The second step is creating the definition of done. 
The definition of done is also created during the in-
take, here the rest of the group adds things to the 
definition of done. Eventually the problem owner 
together with the clarifier creates a definition of 
done consisting of 2-3 sentences. The first sentence 
is a sentence that states what the group is try-
ing to achieve today and the second sentence is a 
sentence that describes why it is important for the 
whole process.

Thirdly, their is the deep dive, here the group starts 
to answer the previous determined questions. Here 
it is the role of the group moderator to focus on 
achieving group flow. He/she does this by eliminat-
ing ego’s by controlling the talking time for each 
person and letting everyone react on each other. 
The clarifier tries to write everything down and fo-
cus on links between individual points. It is common 

that the process moderator ask the clarifier to talk 
about what you can see by connecting these points. 
Here the role of the problem owner is to check if the 
group is still going in the right direction, and is using 
a frame that fits in the right context and still links to 
the company. During the deep dive the clarifier and 
the process moderator distil action lines. 

At last there is a checkout , starting usually 15 min-
utes before the end. Here everyone answers the fol-
lowing question; is your personal interest served, are 
you satisfied with the meeting and happy with the 
outcome? During the session a white board is used, 
during Covid this was Miro, a digital whiteboard.  
See appendix D how such a whiteboard looks like at 
the end of a session

4. The roundup

The final step in the process is the roundup.  This a 
meeting afterwards without the experts. Here the 
process moderator asks the problem owner if he is 
satisfied with the result.
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In this section I describe in what kind of con-
text this method is used, the kind of problems 
in which this method is used and where in a 
process it is used. To research this, first, a liter-
ature review is done to determine which kind 
of problems there are and thereafter, the cases 
are categorized together with a team member 
of X-lab.

At last, the method is placed within two differ-
ent processes.

Problems 

Snowden(2007) presents a framework in which 
problems are categorized as simple, complicated, 
complex, and chaotic. To support the categoriza-
tion of problems, context characteristics are given 
to each case and based on these characteristics 
the cases of X-lab are categorized. For the catego-
rization see appendix C

As a result, the following conclusion is made with 
an X-lab employee: X-lab is doing complicated to 
complex problems. They are not doing chaotic cas-
es, because their cases are lacking in turbulence 
and high tension. 

Moment of use

In this section, I will use two theories to categorize 
the moment of use of flow design, especially the 
moment where does flow design stops.

You could also compare flow design to the model 
of group formation from Bruce Tuckmann (1965), 
this model is chosen because it explains the nec-
essary phases a group needs to go through to 
grow, tackle problems and face up to challenges. 
Bruce Tuckman, is an educational psychologist, 
he developed one of the most influential models 
for group formation. Based on his observations of 
group behavior in different settings and on a litera-

ture study, he came up with a model representing 
the different phases groups need to go through to 
grow as a team.

The model initially consisted of four distinct stages 
of group formation: forming, storming, norming, 
and performing. Later, a fifth and sixth stage was 
added, called outperforming and “adjourning” or 
“mourning”. They represent the necessary and in-
evitable stages from facing challenges, tackling 
problems, finding solutions, and planning work to 
ultimately delivering results as a team. 

In appendix B, Tuckmanns model has been com-
pared with flow design based on the cases fol-
lowed. It is noticeable that flow design doesn’t 
support all 6 phases. Instead, it stops at storming, 
missing the norming and performing stages.  

When discussing the process of flow design with 
flow design participants, the following comments 
were made;

•	 “It was a nice process, but I don’t know what 
they added.”(Case owner)

•	 “It created a safe space where, everyone could 
say what they want.” (X-lab employee)

•	 “That good feeling disappears after a while 
and then it is difficult what you have left.”(Case 
Owner)

•	 “You can’t do much with flow design as a re-
frame tool, it needs more action.”(Design Ex-
pert)

•	 “When we finish a session, we don’t take any 
more steps ourselves” (Flow Founder)

Based on these quotes and the analysis of Tuck-
manns model I would argue that flow design is not 
supporting the whole developing process a group 
needs to go through. Secondly, the impact of flow 
design could be increased when going through all 
the steps Tuckmann suggested.

5.4 FLOW DESIGN FRAMING 
Conclusion

Concluding, flow design supports in dealing with 
complicated and complex problems.

Lastly, when looking into Tuckmanns model of 
group development, it doesn’t go through all the 
phases.
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To better understand the mindset of flow 
design, two models are used that clarify 
how flow design works. The first theory is 
Maslow’s Pyramidand the second theory is 
Edge of chaos theory. In this section I will 
elaborate upon their expertise regarding so-
ciology and psychology.

Based on these studies and the flow design 
process as created by X-lab employees,  I will 
draft the underlying beliefs of flow design, 
thereby defining the essence, to guide me in 
this thesis. 

Maslow’s pyramid

Flow design is about empowering people to 
be creative and solve problems. According to 
Maslow’s pyramid, to be creative you first have 
to fulfill other needs, these are in chronolog-
ical order, psychological, safety, love, esteem, 
and lastly self-actualization. For flow design, it 
is interesting how do you create esteem to get 
self-actualization. Flow design does this by fo-
cusing on the esteem layer. Maslow noted two 
versions of esteem needs a lower and higher 
vision Deckers, Lambert (2018). The “lower” ver-
sion of esteem is the need for respect from oth-
ers and may include a need for status, recogni-
tion, fame, prestige, and attention. The “higher” 
version of esteem is the need for self-respect 
and can include a need for strength, compe-
tence, independence, and self-confidence. In 
flow design, you can see the lower version of es-
teem. This is because people are treated with 
equal dignity, so that everyone is recognized 
and receives attention.

Edge of chaos 

As a flow moderator one the tasks is to create 
chaos within the group on the content by ask-

ing questions. Flow design uses expert to solve 
and understand problems, Flow design chal-
lenges these expert to think outside of the box 
and to come up with new insights. 

Skin in the game

To solve the problem it is important that espe-
cially the case owner and the expert have skin 
in the game. This means to have incurred risk 
by being involved in the problem. When there 
is no skin in the game in a case the case will not 
be solved with the use of flow design accord-
ing to one of the founders of flow design. This 
has to do with the lack of preparedness to dive 
deep into the problem and remove personal in-
terest towards the rest of the group involved in 
the case. When these personal interests are not 
as small as possible, the objectivity and depth 
of the.

Group 

To solve problems, you need different insights 
and perspectives, you need to be able to chal-
lenge and support each other. Therefor flow de-
sign cannot be done with a flow designer and a 
caseowner.

Conclusion

Concluding, according to Maslow, in order to 
create a flow it is important to develop self es-
teem for each participant in the group. This to 
create safety within the group, to make sure ev-
erything is negotiable. 

Secondly, chaos is sought in flow design to ar-
rive at better and new insights

Thirdly, to do flow design you need skin in the 
game.

5.5 FLOW DESIGN MINDSE T

In this section, I will explain why flow design 
is relevant and meaningful in dealing with 
complex and complicated problems. Firstly, by 
looking at how these types of problems should 
be solved as explaind by Snowden(2007) and 
then how flow design fills in these require-
ments.

To solve complicated problems, Snowden indi-
cates that there are three jobs to be done; 

1.	 Sense, analyze and respond.

2.	 Create panels of experts.

3.	 Listen to conflicting advice. 

Flow design fills in these jobs:

1.	 Flow design makes sense of the problem with 
the use of questions and the support of the 
clarifier. Therefore, the problem is further ana-
lyzed. However, Flow Design does not support 
the response. Therefore this job is not fully ful-
filled.

2.	 One of the essential roles in Flow Design is ex-
perts. These are part of every session, there-
fore this job is fulfilled.

3.	 In Flow Design the role of the process mod-
erator is to make sure everyone is allowed to 
speak freely, this is done by making everyone 
feel confident. Therefore this job is fulfilled.

To solve complex problems, Snowden indicates 
that there are four jobs to be done;

1.	 Probe, sense and respond.

2.	 Create environments and experiments that 
allow patterns to emerge.

3.	 Increase levels of interaction and communica-
tion.

4.	 Use methods that can help generate ideas: 

Open up discussion, set barriers, stimulate at-
tractors, encourage dissent and diversity and 
manage starting conditions and monitor for 
emergence. 

Flow design fills in these jobs for complex prob-
lems as follows;

1.	 Flow design starts with an investigation of the 
relations, process and content of the project, 
then with the use of clarifiers and the ques-
tions asked by the flow moderator sense is 
made of the outcome. However flow design 
does not support the probing and the re-
sponse. Therefore this job is not fully fulfilled.

2.	 Flow design creates an environment where 
everything can be said, this is done by creat-
ing trust. The clarifier makes patterns clear 
by carefully listening to the conversation be-
tween the experts and problem owners. How-
ever, Flowdesign does not support doing any 
sort of experiments. 

3.	 One of the important principles of flow de-
sign is “Focus on the relationship, not the out-
come.”(Flow Founder). Because this is one of 
the core principles of Flow Design this job is 
fulfilled. 

4.	 Flow design uses different tools to open up 
discussion, these tools are  explained in 4.2. 
In addition, during the preparation, it is dis-
cussed with the problem owner what the lim-
its of this project are. Guarding these bound-
aries is also one of the problem owner’s tasks.

5.6 FLOW DESIGN RATIONALE
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Conclusion

Concluding, flow design has a similar approach to 
different types of problems. 

Secondly, when looking at the jobs that needed 
to be done to deal with complicated or complex 
problems, it can be concluded that flow design 
is lacking in the response step for complicated 
problems and the probe and response step for 
complex problems. It is not making explicit how 
or what to do, which is the crucial part of the re-
sponse and probe step.

Thirdly, flow design is not supporting in creating 
an environment for experimentation. 

Nevertheless, flow design is supporting in all the 
other jobs that need to be fulfilled according to 
Snowden’s theory.  

After eight weeks of observing the meetings 
held by X-lab, fulfilling several roles during 
meetings myself, and conducting interviews 
with case owners and experts, I have made 
the following observations on flow design. 

In the current way of working, after a flow de-
sign session, I have not witnessed the creating 
of tangible outcome. Therefore I conclude that 
there is no tangible deliverable.

Flow design tries to get to the heart of the 
problem by focusing on values instead of 
needs.  It uses several frames to look at the 
issue, creating a paradigm shift, and there-
fore it causes new interpretations of wording 
also known as ‘changing the meme’.  These 
interpretations can differ per individual and 
sometimes results in miscommunications as 
one word can have a different meaning for 
participants in the group. In the end, a flow 
design creates a joint understanding within 
the group, which can rather be described as a 
shared understanding than a concrete action. 

This makes it difficult for the participant to 
translate their new insights gained in the flow 
design sessions to colleagues in their own or 
another department. 

Lastly, I’m really impressed by their own ap-
proach to get to the heart of the problem. 
However, I noticed that their trajectory is un-
imaginably short as compared to the more 
traditional trajectories in which months are 
needed to find root causes. Which lead to 
the assumption that there is the potential of 
diving deeper into the problem. While being 
part of the session, I sometimes had the feel-
ing that we were searching for the “common 
ground” instead of searching for the heart of 
the problem. I’m not saying this is necessarily a 
limitation, but it could be a potential problem. 

5.7 REFLECTION ON FLOW DESIGN
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5.8 CONCLUSION FLOW DESIGN 

In this chapter I have presented flow design and also several limitations. 
Here I would like to summarize this chapter by presenting four conclu-
sions:

1.	 Flow design supports problem owners in getting new insights in 
solving complicated and complex problems.

2.	 They do so by doing a single session in which they open up the pos-
sibility space. With these possibilities new actions should be found. 
However, flow design does not support the doing or creation of ac-
tions.

3.	 As seen from Tuckmann’s theory, flow design doesn’t support the 
norming and performing phases. So, flow design doesn’t support the 
whole process of coming up with the right solution or concrete per-
spective to do.

4.	 Furthermore, flow design doesn’t make a distinction between com-
plex and complicated problems, as seen from the theory of Snowden.

5.	 Furthermore, in the current way of working, after a flow design ses-
sion, there is no tangible deliverable that supports the process, which 
makes it less transferable.

5.9 CONCLUSION RESE ARCH 
FINDINGS PHASE

To finalize the discover phase I would like to  
round up the research findings and make clear 
which problems I currently see in X-lab’s way 
of working, and particularly while applying 
flow design. The main goal of the outcome of 
flow design is enlarging the possibility to do.  
So, by creating a new shared frame, the partic-
ipants look differently at the problem and by 
doing so they see new solutions to the prob-
lem. I would like to clarify five reasons why 
flow design isn’t living up to its full potential.

1.	 Arbitrary division

The first one is arbitrary division when solving 
transdisciplinary problems. When dealing with 
complexity, it’s important to create a shared un-
derstanding of the problem and work directly 
with the involved parties. However, due to the 
bounded structure of the government the par-
ticipants are limited to one of the governmental 
silos and are not held responsible for the solu tion 
of the overall problem. These silos make it hard 
to fully understand the problem and support the 
outcome. The innovations done by X-lab can po-
tentially aid processes and solve problems in oth-
er areas, but without crossing silos, this potential 
is lost.

2.	 Language

Flow design uses language to create a shared 
mental model. To create this shared mental 
model, they give slightly different meanings to 
words. But also introduce words that someone 

who is not involved in flow design can see as a 
vague buzzwords which they do not fully com-
prehend. Such words are for instance, lean six sig-
ma, systemic design, the power of the vector. This 
is especially the case in more complex problems 
where people work in different fields and have a 
different understandings. To stretch the bound-
aries, everyone within the organization must ful-
ly understand the outcome of the session or ev-
eryone should accept that the outcome remains 
hard to grasp and is multiinterpretable.

3.	 Time limitation

Flow design searches for value by getting to the 
heart of the issues. Due to time concerns and the 
fear of failure, the ac tions chosen are the ones 
that directly lead back to the surface, hence more 
in depth insights are overlooked.

4.	 Lack of process

Currently, a single flow design session is con-
ducted and then the participant can determine 
if they want to do another one in the future. This 
happens due to the fact that there is no clear pro-
cess from the start, which leads to a loss of flow 
between meetings. Due to this loss of flow the 
creation and sharing of new mental models is in-
terrupted, which then makes it harder to get to 
valuable insights and to the implementation of 
solutions.



52 53

5. Measuring impact

The last reason is the measurement of impact. 
To support flow design, it is important to con-
vince people of the value of flow design. Fur-
thermore, to improve flow design it is import-
ant to be able to reflect. Currently, the way to 
convince people about flow design is in an in-
tangible way by talking and describing it. Sec-
ondly, to reflect on flow design you want to see 
the result of the possibility space. Currently, 
they reflect by asking at the end of the session if 
the participants were satisfied. In this way, you 
don’t measure organizational or systemic im-
pact and make it harder to reflect. For example, 
if everyone is happy after a meeting it can be 
that you as a group had a great session, but the 
outcome doesn’t make sense in the context. 
Hence, as KPI’s.

Concluding, the main reason the outcome does 
not lead to actions has to do with the context of 
the bounded structure of the governmental or-
ganization. Furthermore, due to miscommuni-
cations in language and a lack of process there 
is no tangible outcome of the trajectory, which 
makes it harder for X-lab participants to cross 
boundaries, e.g. convincing colleagues from 
other departments to overcome complex prob-
lems. Lastly, a lack of quantifiably measuring 
impact, makes it difficult to measure impact 
from the start, and convince others of the po-
tential added value of the trajectory. 

5.10 PROBLEM SELECTION

In the previous chapter 5 problems are de-
scribed, arbitrary division, language, time lim-
itation, lack of process and measuring impact. 
To scope the research, one of the problems is 
selected to continue the research with. 

Firstly, the problems arbitrary division and time 
limitation are problems that have to do with the 
context of working within the government and 
therefore these problems are too big to solve 
within this thesis, but rather factors that need to 
be taken into account. Secondly, language is a 
relevant problem in making things more explicit 
and better transferable. An adaption or advise on 
the language problem leads to a reframe of the 
process. Hence, solving the language problem 
inevitably results in a change of the process itself. 
However, the fifth problem also states that the 
process itself is lacking, making it difficult to im-
plement solutions. So, it is pointless to solve the 
language problem first which affects the process, 
while it has already been determined that the 
process itself is not living up to its full potential.

Since in general the process itself is a problem 
due to a lack of process, it is more relevant to 
solve this first. Therefore, it is decided to focus on 
lack of process for this thesis.

How to proceed?

We saw that flow design doesn’t live up to its full 
potential. According to the theories by Tuckmann 
and Snowden and Boone, there need to be steps  
added after a flow design session. Therefore, the 
question arises whether design thinking is a rele-
vant theory to support in developing these steps 
and if so, how can it support flow design? This will 
be researched in the next chapter.
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6 DEFINE

In the discover phase X-lab’s current way 
of working and flow design has been de-
scribed and several problems have been 
identified. There are multiple angles from 
which these problems can be solved. How-
ever, due to time restrictions, and given 
my personal designing background, I will 
explore the solution space as a designer.

As explained before, design thinking can 
be of added value and therefore, in the 
define phase of this thesis, I will look at 
flow design from a design thinking per-
spective.  First, I explain the added value 
of design thinking. Then, I will scope the 
broad concept of design thinking into two 
design processes. Lastly, the principles of 
these two processes are applied to flow 
design, resulting in a design brief. 

Design thinking within governmental orga-
nizations is globally on a rise (Mcgann,2018). 
Design thinking is used in all different layers 
of the government successfully, as well as 
within all different types of domains, such as 
healthcare,  education, climate change, and 
energy transition. It is important to notice 
that design thinking  always has been and 
will be in development.

While performing interviews and being part of 
team meetings I noticed that within RVO there 
is a rising awareness of design thinking, but it 
is not used on a daily basis. It’s not odd that de- 
sign thinking is received with enthusiasm, since 
it has been used to solve problems, and it is 
used to improve the service of the government, 
also referred to as ‘service design’. When show-
ing the double  diamond as a design thinking 
tool everyone at X-lab realized that a different 
mindset is required.

What is design thinking?

Designing is something talked about before we 
had the term design thinking. This tradition- 
al term focused on a product fitting human 
needs, price, quality, and attractiveness in one 
product. Currently, design thinking is also used 
to solve social issues. Eventually, it is about re- 
designing systems; how do we need to change 
the system to come to a paradigm shift?

Tim Brown, CEO and president of IDEO, de- 
scribes design thinking as ‘the integration of 
feeling, intuition, and inspiration with rational 
and analytical thought.’ Meanwhile, David Kel- 
ley, founder of IDEO and the Hasso Plattner In- 
stitute of Design at Stanford University, calls it a 
‘framework that people can hang their creative

 confidence on’, providing those who don’t con- 
sider themselves to be creative with a way to 
solve some of the world’s most complex prob- 
lems. There are a lot of different ways to look 
and talk about design thinking but it has the 
characteristics to support transitional challeng- 
es.

Why design thinking?

Many problems we face today are ill-defined, 
networked, dynamic, and seemingly intracta-
ble (Dorst, 2015). At the start of cases, case own-
ers and participants express the feeling of not- 
seeing the bigger picture of the problem. Such 
problems have been called ‘wicked problems’ 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973).   Wicked problems re-
quire specific methods and tools to frame and 
address them. We cannot achieve this in isola-
tion as individual knowledge can only be partial 
(Russell, 2010). Rather, collective wisdom from 
multiple disciplines must be directed towards 
a common goal, tackling the wicked problem 
(Russell, 2010). A design-led approach has been 
argued to offer a holistic way to tackle complex, 
ill-defined, and ambiguous problems (Hocking, 
2010). When applied during the problem fram-
ing phase of a project it can transform seeming-
ly wicked process space into actionable briefs 
and solution opportunities that bring clarity 
and direction (Dorst, 2015).

In conclusion, design thinking is a proven con-
cept operating in the same context as flow de-
sign. Therefore, I argue it is interesting to draft 
lessons from design thinking and apply them 
to flow design.

6.1  DESIGN THINKING 
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6.2 DESIGN ME THODS

There are many different design thinking meth-
ods, that are related to each other, but also dif-
fer on principles and execution. I will explain 2 
design processes; one is the double diamond 
and the other one is frame creation.

First of all, the double diamond is described, 
because it is the most widely spread design 
thinking method. Also, during X-lab’s meetings, 
when discussing design thinking, the double 
diamond was always brought up. The team 
knows that when seeing the double diamond 
a different mindset is required. Almost as like 
seeing a brand, when someone sees Volvo, for 
example, they know it stands for safety. Howev-
er, in-depth knowledge of the double diamond 
is missing.

 Secondly, frame creation, which is less known 
within RVO-X-lab. However, frame creation is 
known for creating actionable briefs and solu-
tion opportunities that bring clarity and direc 
tion. These outcomes are similar to the desired 
outcomes of X-lab’s way of working (delivering 
actionable design and solution space).

The double diamond model of the design 
pro- cess has been the most used model to 
structure design projects. In this projet it is 
used for two purposes, as a structure for this 
thesis and as a study.

Before the Double Diamond existed, the design 
process seemed like an unstructured chaotic 
mess. The Design Council found some struc- 
ture while analyzing the way designers worked. 
They identified four phases in a design process 
see also picture 3,2

1.	 Discover: a deep dive into the problem we 
are trying to solve.

2.	 Define: synthesizing the information from 
the discovery phase into a problem defini-
tion.

3.	 Develop: think up solutions to the problem.

4.	 Deliver:  pick  the  best  solution  and build 
that.

They added the divergence-convergence idea 
of Bela Banathy to it and the double diamond 
was born. The double diamond is launched in 
2004, and it has become world-renowned with 
mil lions of references to it.

6.3 DOUBLE DIAMOND

Figure 3.2 Double diamond, Design Council (2005)
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According to the Design Council, it was time 
for an update according to the following three 
principles (Hambeukers, 2019):

1.	 Design is used more and more for in-
nova- tion. The Design Council calls the model 
Framework For Innovation. That alone tells us 
that design is a great help when it comes to 
innovating. That is exactly what we see in the 
market: businesses that need to inno- vate turn 
to design for help, for a model.

2.	 A design process alone will not save you. 
The Design Council added four other as- pects 
to the model to turn it into an inno- vation 
framework. For innovation, you need a process, 
but you also need design princi- ples, design 
methods, engagement, and leadership.

3.	 Design is not a linear process. One of the 
biggest criticisms you can have on the original 
model is that it was a linear model. You went 
from A to B through two diamonds and that’s it. 
The Agile approach and Lean Startup’s thinking 
made it clear that design is not a linear process. 
It is iterative. Designers iterate their way for-
ward. In the new model, they added some blue 
circles to show people the iterative nature of the 
design.

 

The Design Council also presents four design 
principles for problem-solvers to adopt so that 
they can work as effectively as possible;

1.	 Put people first. Start with an under-
stand- ing of the people using a service, their 
needs, strengths, and aspirations.

2.	 Communicate visually and inclusively. 
Help people gain a shared understanding of 
the problem and ideas.

3.	 Collaborate and co-create. Work togeth-
er and get inspired by what others are doing.

4.	 Iterate, iterate, iterate. Do this to spot 
errors early, avoid risk and build confidence in 
your ideas

The double diamond is a proven and widely accepted method from 
which lessons can be drafted for flow design.

After analyzing flow design and the current way of working of X-lab 
in combination with the double diamond, I conclude that several 
principles of the double diamond are used within flow design, and 
some are not.

Principles recognized within flow design:

1.	 Put people first. Start with an understanding of the people using 
a service, their needs, strengths, and aspirations.

2.	 Collaborate and co-create. Work together and get inspired by 
what others are doing.

Principles not recognized within flow design:

3.	 Communicate visually and inclusively. Help people gain a shared 
understanding of the problem and ideas.

4.	 Iterate, iterate, iterate. Do this to spot errors early, avoid risk and 
build confidence in your ideas. Making it a non-linear process.

5.	 Performing a create step referred to as the last diamond.

6.4 CONCLUSION DOUBLE DIAMOND 
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An upcoming model for solving open dynam-
ic and transdisciplinary problems is the frame 
creation by Kees Dorst. Frame creation uses 
framing to create actionable briefs and solu-
tion opportunities that bring clarity and direc-
tions. Its research focuses on the spreading of 
design practices into the domain of complex 
and complicated problems and uses abduction 
as a starting point to focus on the correspond-
ing design practices of problem framing. With 
this approach frame creation was developed. 
Eventually, it allows non-design practitioners 
to approach today’s open, complex, dynamic, 
networked problems in new and fruitful ways 
(Dorst,2015). He identifies 7 phases:

1.	 Context — Put the paradox away and 
look at how the participants are involved in the 
problem behavior. You’ll start to see their pro-
cess.

2.	 Field — Map the intellectual, cultural, 
and social ‘space’ that surrounds the problem.

3.	 Themes — Look for the universal ele-
ments in the problem field that arise from your 
archaeology and field-finding.

4.	 Frames — Common themes emerge 
that are different from those that create the 
problem’s paradox. Start to try reframing prob-
lems. For example, “What if graffiti isn’t a prob-
lem of law enforcement, but a problem of street 
lay-out?” “What if kids that don’t pay attention 
in school isn’t a problem of discipline, but a 
problem of nutrition?”

5.	 Futures — Think ahead within a frame 
to see if it can lead to realistic and viable solu- 
tions. Don’t get attached. It requires some intu-
ition to sense a fertile frame.

6.	 Transformation — Weed out the bad 
frames and begin to commit to short-term 
changes and long-term changes that would 
occur within the frame.

7.	 Integration — Bring the new frames 
into the existing practices and context of the 
organization. Specifically, the frame must enter 
the discourse of the organization — it becomes 
part of their future toolbox for understanding 
and solving wicked problems.

Based on this approach several principles could 
be distilled :

- Think around the paradox because the solu-
tion isn’t there but rather in the broad area of 
contextual values and themes surrounding the 
paradox.

- It helps understand the underlying dynamics 
of a problem; this enables them to create new 
approaches to the original problem.

In this method it is clear which steps to take and 
how the steps follow up on each other. Due to 
this step by step approach you know where is 
what created, also more understanding of the 
problem is created. Therefore, everyone knows 
what to do, but also knows where he or she can 
be creative. Therefore it delivers clarity, which is 
important, because clarity empowers the de-
signer to make relevant aspects of the problem 
salient. This helps to scope the problem, which 
on its turn makes it easier to structure and ap-
ply methods for identifying and solving prob-
lems (Daalhuizen 2014 Method Usage in Design 
-thesis).

6.5 FRAME CRE ATION

.

Frame creation has the same purpose as flow design, which is open-
ing new frames to look at the problems.

After analyzing flow design and the current way of working of X-lab in 
combination with frame creation, I conclude that several principles 
of frame creation are used within flow design and some are missing.

Principles recognized within flow design:

6.	 Thinking around the paradox, because the solution isn’t there, 
but rather in the broad area of contextual values and themes sur-
rounding the paradox.

7.	 Understanding the underlying dynamics of a problem. This en-
ables flow design and frame creation to create new approaches to 
the origial problem.

Principles not recognized within Flow Design:

8.	 Creating clarity in the follow-up steps. Flow design delivers action-
able design that sometimes lacks in clarity. Frame creation of Kees 
Dorst delivers clarity in a structured approach with making explic-
it the step to follow to come-up with the final solution.

9.	 Continuing the process until a tangible solution is found. Frame 
creation and flow design both create new frames. At this stage 
flow design stops, but frame creation continues the process with-
the following steps: futures, transformation and integration, to get 
to a solution. 

6.6 CONCLUSION FRAME CRE ATION 
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In 2.4.1 there are 5 problems presented that are based on interviews and case 
studies. 1. Arbitrary division, 2. Language, 3. Time limitations, 4. Lack of pro-
cess, 5. Measuring impact. Specifically, the fourth problem is important, and 
therefore the focus point of this thesis, see 5.9. 

As described in the explore phase, the fourth problem is lack of process. Flow 
design supports the problem definition, however, follow up steps to get to an 
actionable and/or tangible design are missing. Both the double diamond and 
frame creation have steps following up on a clear problem definition. These 
steps focus on experimenting and evaluating in an iterative way, which helps 
to continue the trajectory in a structured way leading actionable and/or tan-
gible design. 

Secondly, when looking into the double diamond and frame creation, both 
deliver clarity in the follow up steps. How this clarity is developed will be re-
searched more in depth in the next chapter. 

Conclusions

Following this analysis, there are two requirements for the deliverable of this 
thesis:

1.	 Creating clarity in the follow-up steps at the end of a flow design meeting.

2.	 Adjusting the flow design trajectory so that a tangible outcome is found, 
supported by iterations.

6.7 PROBLEM STATEMENT

7 CRE ATE

How can design support the continua-
tion of the flow design process? In the 
create phase of this research I will fo-
cus on creating a second diamond as 
mentioned by the design council. For 
creating this next step I assume that 
a product should be developed which 
meets the following requirements:

1.	 Creating clarity in the follow-up 
steps at the end of a flow design 
meeting.

2.	 Secondly, a product which helps 
completing the flow design process 
until a tangible solution is found, 
while focusing on iteration.

As an end goal, I would like to support 
the continuation of flow from the first 
to the second diamond. 
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This chapter describes how the directions of the 
previous chapter are translated into a concept 
proposal.

The idea generation process is visualized in fig-
ure 6, In the last chapters two requirements 
were chosen which I will explore  further in or-
der to get to a product that offers a solution to 
the problem as described in 5.9 :

1.	 Creating clarity in the follow-up steps at the 
end of a flow design meeting.

2.	 Adjusting the flow design trajectory until a 
tangible outcome is created, focusing on it-
eration.  

Method

To get from the problem definition to a concep-
tual design the following method is used:

1. Developing ideas - During the create phase 
of this thesis, different techniques are used to 
develop ideas: individual brainstorming, brain-
writing, a creative session using ‘How can you?’ 
(Tassoul, 2009), metaphors, feedback sessions 
with the target group (Fokkinga en Desmet, 
2012). The explanation of these techniques is 
found in the Delft Design guide (Boeijen, Daal-
huizen, Schoor, & Zijlstra, 2014).  

2.  Creating clarity - Based on literature on de-
sign thinking and clarity, I set up an  experiment 
to test what the best way is to create clarity. I will 
describe the setup of this literature and experi-
ments in section 7.2.

3. Tangible outcome - To meet this require-

ment, I need to explore first what the best mo-
ment in the flow design process is to intervene. 
Is this during the current flow design process or 
should steps be added to the process? I have re-
searched this by conducting two experiments 
with a case owner and by conducting a flow de-
sign session. The setup and results will be de-
scribed later in section 7.4

4. Iteration -Then, based on two interviews, I re-
searched how RVO tests its results as a starting 
point. It is important to understand how RVO 
tests, and what options there are for testing in 
general, because iteration can only be done 
when testing is done. I consulted literature to 
investigate what the best way of iterating and 
testing is for a governmental organisation like 
RVO dealing with complex problems. The re-
sults will be described in section 7.5.

5. Concept - Based on the results; how to create 
clarity, where to intervene, how to iterate and 
how to test, I made a framework which meets 
the two requirements. 

7.1  INTRODUCTION CRE ATE

1

2 3 4

2 3

Literature/
interviews

Experiments

5 Concept

6
Product

Figure 6, overview of the creative 
phase
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One of the goals is to create more clarity in 
the process after a flow design session. Clar-
ity is lacking now because at the end of a 
flow design session it is unclear to partici-
pants what the tangible actions are. 

In the analysis of flow design, it became clear 
that flow design doesn’t deliver clarity in the 
steps needed to take after a flow design session. 
This has to do with the lacking of a tangible out-
come, and a language problem. Flow design is 
also dealing with two different types of prob-
lems, namely complex and complicated prob-
lems. However, it doesn’t deal with both type of 
problems in a correct way. For complex prob-
lems it is missing the probing and response step 
(Snowden, 2007) and for complicated problems 
it is missing the response step (Snowden, 2007). 

In the coming section I will investigate how de-
sign thinking can create clarity. To investigate 
this, first, I researched why clarity is import-
ant for design thinking. Next, two theories are 
looked at that are known to create clarity. 

Added value of clarity in design thinking

Clarity empowers the designer to make rele-
vant aspects of the problem salient. This helps 
to scope the problem, which on its turn makes 
it easier to structure and apply methods for 
identifying and solving problems (Daalhuizen 
2014 Method Usage in Design -thesis).

Design thinking can create clarity, by asking 
questions that fit the context of use, method, 
and goal. For example, the expected outcome 
of the following two design thinking methods 
from the Delft design guide (Boeijen, Daalhui-
zen, Schoor, & Zijlstra, 2014) promises to deliver 

clarity:

•	 WWWWH, Who, What, Where, When, Why, 
and How’: Enables you to deconstruct the 
problem systematically. You can constant-
ly review the problem and set priorities. It 
does this by asking who, what, where, when, 
why, and how questions.

•	 Breaking down the original problem into 
means-end relationships: this method en-
ables you to deconstruct the problem sys-
tematically. You can constantly review the 
problem and set priorities. It does this by 
asking you to create means-end relation-
ships

In essence, both methods divide the problem 
or brief into categories and thereby challenge 
the designer to think in these categories and fo-
cus on looking through different frames at the 
problem. This way of thinking allows previously 
unnoticed aspects of the problem to become 
prioritized and more salient.

Nevertheless, as described in the explore phase, 
flow design solely focuses on the possibility 
space without clearly identifying all the relevant 
elements. However, when suggesting a de-
sign thinking approach to flow designers, the 
feedback was: “Our problems are too complex 
to create clarity in such a way, or you would be 
working on it for too long.” So, I need to create a 
product that provides clarity in a structured way 
to overcome this complexity and time related 
issues of flow designers. My approach and the 
results will be discussed next.

7.2 CRE ATING CL ARIT Y

To create clarity of which steps to perform after 
a flow design session, it is first important to ac-
knowledge that flow design is used for compli-
cated and complex problems. Both problems 
desire a different approach. First is looked at 
complex problems. 

In the case of complex problems we know that 
an important step is searching for patterns. As 
we learned in the previous section, clarity is 
made by creating categories to look at a prob-
lem. So, the question arises which categories 
can we find within flow design that together 
form patterns. 

Step 1  Analyze data  

In order to identify the perspectives typical to 
X-lab’s cases, I analyzed the Miro boards from 
flow design sessions held in the exploration 
phase of this thesis. Specifically, I investigated 
the three cases in which both the case owners 
and the clarifiers concluded that the possibility 
space was broadened for the detailed analysis 
of the miro boards see appendix H. Next, I cate-
gorized all the questions and answers in these 
sessions to a certain category. In total seven dif-
ferent categories were distinguished. 

7.3 E XPERIMENT ON THE BEST WAY 
TO CRE ATE CL ARIT Y

The seven categories are: 

Process: Which actions or step can we take to 
achieve a goal and what is the order of these ac-
tions?

Content: what substantive points are there?

Relations: how do these substantive points re-
late to each other?

Procedure: The overlapping theme of process 
and content; how are we going to make this 
happen?

Connection: The overlapping theme of relation 
and process: who makes this happen?

Mission: The overlapping theme of content and 
relation; What makes this happen?

Possibility space: Which possibilities are there 

Figure 7, Clarity model, 
experiment 1
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Step 2 Test 1

Thereafter, I checked with an old case owner 
where the project is standing now, and then ap-
plied this model to the case to see if we could 
find new possibilities. This immediately provid-
ed clarity.

The results of this experiment were:

•	 At the beginning of the meeting the partic-
ipant stated that they were unable to find 
the next step.

•	 The method created clarity, it provided that 
an action on the relation perspective should 
be taken.

•	 However, the current 7 perspectives were 

too complicated to fully comprehend for the 
case owner. 

Step 3 Iteration 

Because the model consisted of 7 different 
themes, it became too complicated. So, I adapt-
ed the model to three themes and removed the 
overlapping themes, see figure  7.

Step 4 Test 2

Two weeks later I tested this model in X-lab with 
three new participants including a case owner, 
moderator and clarifier, which provided them 
ability to find direction and categorize their ac-
tions.  

Content

Process

Relations

Possibility 
space

FINAL MODEL CLARITY

Figure 7, Clarity model, 
experiment 1

Step 5 Rationale

According to the cambridge dictionairy the defi-
nition of a pattern is “a particular way in which 
something is done, organized or happens”. Ac-
cording to Snowden (2007) it is important to ap-
proach a complex problem by searching for pat-
terns.

When explaining and evaluating the clarity model 
with people in X-lab and outside of X-lab, I found 
that the three categories combined are the build-
ing blocks of a pattern. Because, when discussing 
content, we talk about what happened at each in-
dividual moment, what does the user see/do. Sec-
ondly, when dicussing relation, we see how these 
point relate to each other. Lastly, during process, 
we see in which order these point follow up on 
each other. So, in the end we have distinghuished 
a pattern. This model will be further iterated when 
testing the final solution.

 Step 6 Final Model Clarity

Since introducing this model, the X-lab colleagues 
have been using it to structure possibilities. 

The following conclusions were drawn:

•	 Making explicit which perspectives you can 
look through supports the designer to find the 
next step when being stuck in a process.

•	 The specific perspectives presented for flow 
design support the designer in identifying 
which perspective is lacking in a case, which 
then helps to set up a particular action for this 
perspective.

•	 The perspectives process, content, relation 
have been received positive and the model is 
currently being used by X-lab in their meet-
ings.
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In the define phase we concluded that flow 
design is missing the final part of the dia- 
mond, the creating and delivering phases. 
How can we add these steps in flow design 
to come to a tangible outcome? Should we 
intervene in the current process, or after the 
meeting?

There are three possible moments to intervene: 
before, during and after a flow design meeting. 
Before is a consequence of the research done 
for during and after a flow design meeting. So, 
two options remain to research whether it is the 
right moment to do an intervention: during and 
right after the session. In this section I analyzed 
if the current process can be adjusted, and then 
what happens to the outcome if extra steps are 
added to the process.

Intervening during flow design

During flow design meetings the focus often 
lies on the problem. However, if you keep fo- 
cusing on the problem and nothing tangible 
comes out, it is difficult to reflect. The question 
arises: can you create a tangible outcome while 
in flow?

There are different potential interventions with- 
out adding extra steps:

•	 Start the session with a tangible goal

•	 Add extra clarifiers

•	 Filling in a canvas

•	 Physical prototyping

There are more options, however, for the sake 

of time, I did one experiment to explore, also re- 
ferred to as ‘research through design’.

Experiment 1: Change the goal of a flow de-
sign session.

I designed an experiment where a group of 6 
participants conduct a flow design session, with 
the tangible goal of creating a fictional let- ter 
to minister Tjeenk Willink to offer their help.

In this experiment, there first was a prepara- 
tion meeting with the process moderator and 
the clarifier. Next, an email was sent to all the 
participants explaining the goal of the session, 
then the session was hosted and lastly, there 
was a reflection. Before the session the goal was 
adapted towards: at the end of this meeting we 
have written a letter towards Tjeenk Willink of- 
fering our support. For more information about 
this experiment see appendix F.

The results during the session were:

•	 At the end of the session there was no fin-
ished tangible result

•	 It resulted in an action;  2 members of the 
group were going to finish the product.

Groups members showed lots of resistance 
while proposing to actually make something 
with comments such as “we aren’t ready” or “we 
do not make things”. This resistance was noticed 
during the beginning of the meeting when ex-
plaining this approach and at the end when re-
flecting all group members felt that there were 
several learnings from making something.

7.4 TANGIBLE OUTCOME & ITERATION –
 THE BEST MOMENT TO INTERVENE Several comments were made about learning 

such as:

•	 “I have learned about our own language, 
meme and identity. “ (comment made by 
X-lab em- ployee).

•	 One of the group member suggested to use 
a storytelling  tool, thereafter he introduced 
a tool.

•	 The group felt iterations are not necessary 
(“Iter- ation is not necessary when you are 
designing” (quote of one of the participants).

The results after the session:

The participants used the storytelling tool to get 
to a product in the weeks after the session. For 
the result see appendix F.

A week after the session two participants worked 
further on the letter. They finished the product, 
where both participants indicated that they had 
made the product in flow.

The group came back together, and the finished 
product was shown; most were satisfied with 
the result, but some felt like the letter wasn’t fin-
ished.

Conclusions

This experiment was done to see if you can ac-
tually produce something in flow. In the exper-
iment this was not possible. The things that 
needed to be considered after this session are:

Because flow design requires meetings there is 
a time limitation.

After the session a tangible product was fin- 
ished that both participants made in flow, not 
during the session.

A storytelling tool helped supporting the con-
tinuation of flow between meetings. This is the 
reason to further indicate how a framework can 
support flow.

Finishing something in flow is difficult.

One of the participants stated: How small should 
the group be to make something in flow?

You could perhaps arrive at a tangible outcome 
within flow design, but due to the time limita- 
tion problem stated in Chapter 5, this is not seen 
as a feasible solution. However, the experiment 
has provided us some insight on the interven-
tion in a flow design meeting and the effect on 
its outcome. Hence the goal of this design brief 
was to create clarity within the next steps and to 
implement iteration within these steps. Both of 
these goals are achieved. The group found clear 
following steps, a tangible product is made and 
reflected upon and adapted; therefore, iteration 
took place.

Furthermore, the participants flourished after 
the slow design session using a story telling tool, 
which qualifies as not being in the meeting. This 
brings us to a second experiment, which inves-
tigates the step the participants took with the 
story telling tool after the flow design session. 
This will be described next.
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Experiment 2: Adding steps to flow design

A second experiment that follows up on experi- 
ment 1 has been created. In the first experiment 
we saw that a tool is of added value when com-
ing to a tangible outcome. So, the question for-
mulated for this experiment is: can you use a 
predetermined framework to support the cre-
ation of a tangible outcome?

The setup of this experiment is as follows: first a 
normal flow design session is organized; there-
after, a second flow design session was held, 
whereby one participant together with a pro-
cess moderator fills in a predetermined frame-
work. Lastly, a reflection was done. For more in-
formation about this experiment see appendix 
G.

The predetermined framework I selected for this 
experiment, was the well-known value proposi- 
tion canvas. This framework seemed appropri- 
ate, because the participants searched for how 
to make a product better fitting the costumer 
needs.

The results of this experiment were:

•	 The value proposition canvas was filled in.

•	 By filling in a framework new insights were 
created.

•	 A plan was made to perform interviews to 
improve the filled in canvas.

•	 After a month the filled in framework was 
still used in communication to colleagues, 
each time resulting in a reflection on the 
filled in framework.

•	 Filling in a framework led to a finished 
frame- work that was shown to other em-
ployees.

•	 The participant clearly stated that making 
something tangible supported him in his 
pro ect.

•	 Without it being the goal of this experiment, 
we saw iteration steps being planned.

The conclusions of this experiment were:

Based on these two experiments the following 
conclusions can be made.

•	 It is hard to generate a tangible outcomes 
during flow; this is easier after the flow meet-
ing. 

•	 Using a canvas to build and develop under-
standing of the problem is of added value 
when doing flow design.

Ideas are not born perfect, you need to im-
prove them by testing and adjusting iter-
atively. In this section I will explain how it-
eration should be implemented in the final 
solution. To iterate first you need to make 
something tangible. In the first two exper-
iments we saw how this can be done. The 
next step is to test the outcome and do iter-
ations if needed. In this section I will analyze 
how this next step can be done best. 

I will explore what the best way is to test the out-
come and to do iterations, by firstly, researching 
the existing procedures within RVO, then con-
sult literature on testing and iterations, followed 
by a final framework. This framework meets the 
requirements as set in the define phase, com-
bining ‘creating clarity’, ‘tangible solution’ and 
‘iteration’.

Existing procedures RVO

To get an understanding of the already existing 
iteration possibilities within RVO, two interviews 
were performed with experts on experimenta-
tion within RVO. 

These interviews were both semi-structured 
and both interviews contained three different 
themes:

1.	 How do you perform tests within RVO?

2.	 What kind of tests are their within RVO

3.	 What kind of tests are there in general?

The results  of the interviews:

1.	 When performing tests in RVO first the par-
ticipant is asked to create a hypothesis, then 
a plan on how to test the hypothesis; next, 
the research is executed and data is collect-
ed and lastly conclusions are drawn.  

2.	 Currently within RVO there is a network to 
spread information about experimentation. 
They do this by hosting and organizing test 
trainings. 

3.	 RVO uses testing as a basis for validation, 
experiments are used to see if something 
works in a certain context. Participant: “Ideas 
are directly translated into plans to be used.” 

When looking at these results the following 
conclusions can be made;

1.	 RVO is using a deductive way of thinking in 
their current way of working.

2.	 There is interest within the organization in 
the possibility of experimenting.

3.	 Experimenting is only used for validation 
and not for other types experimenting.

7.5 TANGIBLE SOLUTION & ITERATION - 
ITERATION & TESTING
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Reflection on RVO’s way of testing 

RVO learns in a deductive manner, but as an or-
ganization you can also choose to learn about 
the context in an inductive manner. The dif-
ference between these two approaches is ex-
plained in figure 8. As a designer I would like 

to argue that you need both. When learning 
about the problem as a designer you chose to 
act and, in this way, learn more about the sys-
tem, especially when dealing with chaotic or 
complex problems it becomes important to re-
spond(Snowden and Boone (2007).

Figure 8  indutive vs deductive

No idea is born perfect

When implementing ideas directly or wait-
ing until it is ready before testing, you overlook 
one of the first principles learned as a designer, 
which is “no idea is born perfect.”  Often ideas 
are based upon assumptions that need to be 
refined and improved. When going directly 
to implementation or validation, there is little 
room for failure as resources have already been 

invested (Leurs & Roberts, Playbook for innova-
tion learning 2018) see figure 9. On the other 
hand, prototyping helps to identify and test as-
sumptions in an early stage without spending a 
lot of resources, allowing there to be more room 
for failure. For example, building a paper scenar-
io and testing this with the user may cost you 
only a few euros, whereas running a full-scale 
test will cost a lot more and it might lead to the 
same outcome. 

RESOURCES SPENT 
Time, money, talents, meterials

ROOM FOR FAILURE
Find out what works, and what doesn’t

Theory

Hypothesis

Observation

Confirmation/
Rejection

Theory

Tentative
Hypothesis

Observation

Pattern

INDUCTIVE DEDUCTIVE

Figure 9 failing

 Experimentation approach 

Christiansen, Leurs & Quaggiotto (2017) present 
a framework that shows an experimentation 
approach that goes form exploring to validating 
your solution. This approach goes from induc-
tive to a more deductive way of working. First, 
research is done by ‘exploring’. In this phase 
your solutions are unknown and you are try-

ing to discover what might be by searching for 
new possibilities. Then, you move toward the 
trial-and-error phase where you research what 
could be by searching for what works and what 
doesn’t work. Finally, you move toward validate, 
here you research what should be by justifying 
decisions. 

Solutions are
 unknown

Solutions are
known

EXPLORE

Generating 
hypotheses

What might be

Shaping directions
Action is taken to open up new 

possibilites

Speculative design , foresight, 
Ethnographic research, positve 

deviance, etc.

VALIDATE

Validating a 
hypotheses
What should be

legitimising intitiative
action is take to justify decision 

maikinnew possibilites

Randomised control trial, Pilotsm 
A/B testig, Multiple paralles 

experiments etc.

TRIAL-AND-ERROR

Establishing a 
hypothesis
What could be

Creating basis for redesign
Action is taken to find out what works

Prototyping, Human Centred 
Design, Behavioural Economics, 

etc.

Figure 10 adapted fromChristiansen, Leurs & Quaggiotto (2017) 

 

Conclusion

Based on the interviews and literature, a more 
inductive way of working should be added while 
testing and iterating within RVO. I suggest to do 
so by applying an adapted version of the frame-
work from Christiansen, Leurs & Quaggiotto 
(2017), see Figure 10. 
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7.6 THE FINAL MODEL

When combining the frameworks from clar-
ity and from testing & iteration, the follow-
ing model see figure 11 is created. This model 
should support you in taking a step by step 
iterative approach based on the different 
themes which eventually will result in a tan-
gible solution. 

The frameworks are combined to create one 
framework where you have an overview of the 
actions you have, and you are going to under-
take. This is import so that the relations or link 
between different project are more explicit.

The final model is a diagram consisting of nine 
diamonds that builds on the three principles 
shown before. The step-by-step and iterative 
approach ensures the continuation of Flow. 

As a team you need to make explicit on which 
diamond you are focusing on per subject. The 
process will support you in coming up with 
questions and choosing actions which fit the 
questions you want to answer.  

EXPLORE VALIDATETRIAL-AND-ERROR

PROCESS

CONTENT

RELATION

Figure 11 final model

To validate whether this model meets the 
requirements, namely creating clarity, itera-
tion and a tangible solution, this model was 
shown to several case owners. 

When validating this model the following re-
sults were found:

•	 The participants were able to find small 
steps that had clear goals. So, the require-
ment of a tangible outcome can be met 
with this model. 

•	 However, they were not able to implement 
such a step because it was not clear to them 
how to proceed. Participant:  ”I know what to 
do, but how?” So, the requirement of clarity 
is not met with this model, resulting even-
tually in an outcome which is not tangible. 

•	 You can only move to the next diamond, 
based on the results of the previous steps. 
Hence, the details leading to the result can-
not be foreseen from an earlier stage on. So, 
each experimenting step must be complet-
ed. Since each step is an iteration, the goal of 
iteration is reached.

•	 One of the participants, stated; “this is so 
cool, it is what we need! It changes my way 
of thinking about learning.”

Conclusion

In the create phase of this thesis a model has 
been developed that does not meet the two re-
quirements fully yet, because support on how 
to use the model is missing.

Concluding, in the create phase I have explored 
options and created a model based on theory 
and experiments that has the potential to add 
value to flow design. The next step is to focus on 
the user.

7.7 VALIDATION OF THE FINAL 
MODEL



78 79

8 DELIVER

This chapter describes the final deliv-
erable of this graduation project. The 
final deliverable is a manual answer-
ing the question:

How should an adaptation on flow de-
sign look like?

In the create phase a model was made to 
add value to flow design. However, in the 
last chapter we saw it was unclear to the 
user how to use the model. So, in the define 
phase of this thesis I will present and test a 
user manual, to create more clarity.

This chapter describes the final deliverable of 
this graduation project. The final deliverable is 
a manual answering the question:

How should an adaptation of flow design look 
like?

To answer this question, I will first explain the 
context and the reasoning behind it.

Then, I will reflect on the product with multiple 
user evaluations. Resulting in two iterations of 
the manual 

The final deliverable of this thesis is the ‘flow 
design and now?’ manual for civil servants that 
want to innovate. This manual will be given to 

civil servants after a flow design meeting to 
help them go from possibility space to action 
perspective. 

The manual consists of two elements; 

1.	 Three principles for shifting from possibili-
ties to action 

2.	 A step by step approach which supports the 
team in making choices and moving for-
ward.

The final products are presented in chapter 10. 
In the coming chapter the evaluation and re-
sults are described. 

8.1  FIRST ITERATION: 
INTRODUCTION
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In this section I describe the rationale be- 
hind the decisions made when creating this 
manual. These decisions are based on previ-
ously presented research in this thesis. More 
details about the manual can be found in the 
manual chapter

The user of the manual.

The manual is for flow designers and case own- 
ers. For flow designers, the goal is to help them 
better prepare the group in the actions to come 
and with that create clarity. For case owners, the 
goal is to be supported in an iterative approach 
and be able to create actions.

Content of the manual

After writing the foreword of this manual, I show 
the double diamond to create the right mind- 
set. As explained in chapter 6, when showing 
the double diamond, the mindset changes to- 
wards a different undefined mindset, which al- 
lows you to have more creative confidence, op- 
timistic and embracing ambiguity.

 

Next, the principles and rationale behind the 
principles are shown to make insightful how 
the final model came into being.

There after, a step-by-step approach is shown, 
which consists of the following four steps: select-
ing actions, build and run it, learning together 
and clarifying. These steps are the structure of 
the steps needed to take in each diamond, see 
figure 6 of the manual. They are in this order to 
stimulate a more inductive way of thinking.

As can be seen in the manual, the designer is 
able to create his own actions and choose his or 
her method to do so. The design actions cho- 
sen should make sense in the light of a design- 
er’s mindset and goal, and the features of the 
situation in which he or she is working (Daalhui- 
zen 2014 Method Usage in Design -thesis).

8.2 THE MANUAL

To guide the users four steps are suggested 
to follow within the manual: selecting ac- 
tions, build and run it, learning together and 
clarifying. These four steps need to be taken 
in each diamond, before shifting to the next 
diamond, see figure 10. The steps are further 
described below; for more details, see the 
manual.

To develop and create these steps research 
is done on which steps other PSI labs such as 
Mindlab and the UK policy lab and design firms 
such as IDEO, suggest in workshops or sprints. 
Most of these labs suggest to do a sharing mo-
ment of their learnings with the entire group 
and make sense of the learnings by using a 
framework.  Therefore it is decided to add steps 
that allow for learning, sharing these learnings, 
and make sense of these learnings. 

A description of the steps in more detailed is 
given:

1. Selecting actions

The goal of the first step is coming up with ac- 
tions. This is done by creating an overview of the 
desired step and then in finding a fitting action.

At the end of this step, a list of learning ques-
tions and fitting actions is created.

2. Build and run it

Once you determined what kind of actions you 
are going to take, the time has come to get out 
there and start doing. You identified your ques- 
tions and how to answer them, this is your kick- 
off point now. Remember that the only goal of 
the actions is to learn about the final solutions 

or  products, so nothing needs be perfect. Think 
small, scrappy, and inexpensive. At the end of 
this step, each team member has acted and 
learned individually from doing so. During this 
step you are asked to fill in a canvas. This canvas 
will help you make explicit what you are going 
to do and why

3. Learning together

After doing and learning, it’s time to sit down 
with your team and share the information you 
have collected. This is necessary to be able to 
draw conclusions in the next step. At the end of 
this step as a group, you have learned and inter- 
preted from each other’s learnings.

4. Clarifying

When starting to get an understanding of the 
system, you need to make the structure explicit 
to be able to move towards the next diamond. 
Make sense of key relationships and get a rep- 
resentation of the system. Then you will be able 
to brainstorm on the next steps you need to 
take in order to make the shift from diamond to 
diamond. Here it’s important to think in terms 
of systems, relations, and patterns. At the end of 
this step, you have analyzed your learnings and 
made insightful what potential steps are next.

 

8.3 STEPS IN THE MANUAL
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In this section, I will validate the manual to 
answer the following questions; does it de-
liver clarity? And does it stimulate iterations? 
To answer these questions I will conduct sev-
eral expert reviews.

User Evaluation method.

To perform this user evaluation, two mangers 
of RVO and an outsider are asked to review the 
manual. This is done digitally through Microsoft 
teams. While the participant went through the 
manual, the researcher was able to ask ques- 
tions to learn about likeability, if it supported 
iteration and if created more clarity in which 
steps they should take .

Results of the user evaluation of the manual.

Based on the user evaluation the following 
themes where observed: inductive vs deduc- 
tive, making something explicit, how do you 
keep doing, coming up with actions.

Inductive vs Deductive

•	 “It feels like we are searching for an induc-
tive way of thinking for a longer time with-
out know- ing it, this is truly an eye opener 
for me.” (manager)

•	 “The steps almost force you to be inductive.” 
(manager)

•	 “For me it still feels like you need to do both.” 
(manager)

Making something explicit

•	 “Currently you ask people to make explicit 

which shift you want them to make ‘from 
-> to’. This is maybe to explicit. Is it possible 
to just have one question that is well intro-
duced, so that you don’t discuss two points? 
“ (designer)

•	 “It already makes my thinking about project 
steps more explicit.”(manager)

•	 “Is there also a hand-out for process mod-
erators, so that the transition is smoother?” 
(manager)

How do you keep doing?

•	 “it is important to reach a plateau so that 
your team keeps on doing this. It feels like 
you keep on making these steps after per-
forming this step once.”(manager)

•	 “Maybe you could also train people in us-
ing this method, or the process moderator 
should support the first step. It doesn’t feel 
like you will need a flow design session that 
often.”(manager)

Coming up with actions and questions.

•	 “we probable need some support coming 
up with actions.”(manager)

•	 “Where can I find these questions?” (man-
ager and designer)

•	 “how do I approach making these ques-
tions?” (designer)

Actions examples given by the users,

1.	 How might we create a shared language?

2.	 Which skills might we need?

3.	 Where do we start?

 

8.4 FIRST E VALUATION OF THE 
MANUAL

In general, the feedback was positive, the par- 
ticipant said:

•	 “When can we start doing this?

•	 “I have a project in September is it okay if we 
use this?”

Conclusion

In general, the manual is helping case owners 
to think about their projects steps and there-
fore creates clarity in the upcoming steps. 

Secondly, it is hard to determine the iterative 
value of this method, because due to the time 
limitations of this thesis it can not be tested. 
This will be added to the recommendations. 

Lastly, flow design deals with both complicat-
ed and complex problems. When discussing 
this approach with case owners, their natural 
response is to think directly into developing a 
solution. For complicated problems  this is a 
suitable approach, but for complex problems 
you first need to discover the underlying pat-
terns. Therefore, there needs to be support in 
creating awareness for the different types of 
complex and complicated problems. I will look 
further into how this can be done in the next 
sections. 
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To deliver more support when dealing with 
complex problems a new design sprint is 
done.

This sprint starts with building a complex 
and complicated problem approach with 
the focus on how it should be used, this is 
thereafter shown to expert to get feedback. 
Then a draft approach is created and a case 
is done using this draft. After this the final 
product is created and again validated with 
a case.

Developing the two different approaches

To develop two different approaches, the re-
quirements for dealing with complex and com-
plicated problems are plotted on the double 
diamond. Also these requirements are catego-
rized within the possibility space model pre-
sented in chapter 7.2.

For the details about the draft of the two differ-
ent approaches see appendix I Also the feeback 
on this model can be seen in appendix I Based 
on the development and feedback on these ap-
proaches the following conclusions are made. 

Complicated

1.	 These are problems wherein experts needs 
to be challenged to think outside of the box.

2.	 There needs to be space to come up with 
ideas. 

3.	 Focus on an experimental approach to-

wards the solution.

Complex

1.	 The most important thing here is to discov-
er patterns. 

2.	 Expertise is here hard to find due to un-
kown-unknowns. That is why it is better to 
select experts of the process rather than the 
content. 

3.	 Risks are hard to oversee, as a group you 
should have skin in the game to deal with 
these risks.

Based on these principles I will develop a canvas 
that can support the use in correctly approach-
ing a problem. But before I create this canvas, 
it is important to explore the two approaches 
further by doing a user journey to have an over-
view of how all my findings come together, to 
make them more explicit and to validate them. 

8.5 SECOND ITERATION:
INTRODUCTION

To understand how and when actions were 
taken and by who, a user journey was cre-
ated. 

This user journey contained, the following 6 
steps Intake, flow design, pattern search, de-
cision of entry point, develop and hand-over. 
These step where developed further in more 
detail, see appendix J.

Case

To better understand the user journey a case is 
used to reflect on. The goal was to see if there 
are any logic errors and if this approach can 
support better decision making. To see if the 
support in decisions making was effective, we 
looked if this case had a different trajectory than 
suggested by the journey suggested in this 
thesis. If there were different approaches than 
there looked at the consequence of this differ-
ent approach. This case is presented by two ex-
perts on flowdesign. This case is fully plotted in 
appendix K.

The case was about developing the organi-
sational agenda for RVO 2022. To develop this 
agenda 5 teams were created to develop a sto-
ry explaining a solution. This led to a problem 
that there were 5 good stories but not all stories 
could be true. At this moment X-lab was asked 
for their support in the case. The goal of X-lab 
was clear; show the links and differences be-
tween each story. To achieve this goal, they set 
up several sessions, reorganizing the teams to 
think and challenge the problem and develop 
new possibilities. This resulted in new patterns. 
Based on the patterns, they were able to create 
new development directions. For more details 
about this case and comparison, see appendix 
K.

Learnings

From the experts the following comments were 
made:

1.	 ”If we would have focused on discovering 
patterns from the beginning this would 
have saved costs.”

2.	 “How do I determine if a problem is com-
plex or complicated?’

3.	 “If we would have used a more experimen-
tal approach from the beginning, we would 
have been more time effective.”

4.	 “I find it hard to make decisions where to 
move or where to go. What are the criteria 
for the next step?”

Conclusion 

Based on these questions asked by the experts, 
there needs to be more support in decision 
making and a manual especially for pattern 
discovery. The decision making canvas and the 
pattern discovery manual are presented in the 
next two sections. 

8.6 SECOND ITERATION: DE VELOPING 
THE USER JOURNE Y
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Based on the previous learning a decision-mak-
ing support canvas should be created, where 
the entry points and requirements for the next 
step should be explicit. Based on the develop-
ment of the two different approaches and the 
user journey. For a more detailed version see 
chapter 11.

This canvas starts when a case is entered by a 
case owner or an X-lab employee and finishes 
when a concept is finished and ready to go to-
wards an implementation or development unit.

8.7 DECISION MAKING SUPPORT

Based on the previous learnings it would be 
too confusing for the reader to have similar 
manual, especially examples would be con-
fusing. Therefore, it is decided to keep the 
structure the same but change the content 
and at a support in determining which type 
of problem you are facing.

Adaptions made.

To make the manual more suitable for com-
plex problems, first the introduction is changes 
where it is made explicit this is about develop-
ing patterns. Thereafter a page is added ex-
plaining the different types of problems to sup-
port the flow designer and case owners. Also, 
the explanation of the principals is changed to 
focus more on patterns. At last the examples of 
potential tools are changed. For the final pat-
tern manual see chapter 11.

8.8 PAT TERN DE VELOPMENT 
MANUAL

EXPLORE

Generating 
hypotheses

What might be

VALIDATE

Validating a 
hypotheses
What should be

TRIAL-AND-ERROR

Establishing a 
hypothesis
What could be
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In this chapter I have described the deci-
sion-making canvas, the pattern discovery 
manual and the development manual. In this 
section I  will elaborate on how these prod-
ucts are related and the limitations of these 
products. 

Decision-making canvas

This canvas is meant for flow designers and 
case owners to have clarity in their process. This 
is done by making explicit which choices there 
are and what is needed to move on. This canvas 
starts when a case is entered by a case owner or 
an X-lab employee and finishes when the prod-
uct is ready to go towards implementation. 

This canvas helps you decide if you are deal-
ing with a complex or complicated problem. If 
you are dealing with a complicated problem, 
the decision-making canvas will guide you to 
use the development manual. When you are 
dealing with a complex problem, the canvas 
will guide you first to use the pattern discovery 
manual and after clear patterns are found it will 
guide you to use the development manual. 

In the end, once completed the decision-mak-
ing canvas, you will end with a (partly) filled in 
action model as presented in 7.6.

8.9 PRODUCT PORTFOLIO 8.10 VALIDATION

After implementing the points of improve-
ment of the previous sections. The decision 
canvas in combination with the two manu-
als was tested.  The goal of this test was to 
achieve the design goal of creating more 
clarity in the next steps after flow design 
and to achieve the second design goal that 
the follow up step should be iterative. This is 
done by presenting a case to a flow designer, 
a case owner and an expert and ask them to 
follow the decision-making canvas.

Method

Due to time concerns and holidays there was 
no possibility to organize a flow design session 
with a new case. Therefore it was decided to re-
inact an old case, namely the BAR case, for de-
tails see chapter 3.3..  This case was presented to 
three members of X-lab. One of the members 
already was already familiar with the case and 
therefore took on the role of case owner. The 
other two members took on the role of expert 
and flow designer, and had never worked on 
this case before. 

In the create phase a concept product was de-
veloped, see the action model in 7.6. However, 
it was pointed out in 7.7 that the action model 
was not clear to use. Then, in the deliver phase 
the product was extended to a product port-
folio to help clarify using the action model. To 
verify if these products combined result in cre-
ating more clarity for the next steps and itera-
tions, the participants were asked to fill in the 
decion-making canvas for the BAR case. 

Experiment results 

For the filled in decision-making canvas see ap-
pendix L. 

At the start of this case study, X-lab decided to 
accept the case because the case owner had 
skin in the game.

Next, it was determined if the case was a com-
plex or complicated problem. Here the case 
owner expressed that “on content and process 
it is clear, on relation it is complex.” It was com-
plex on relation because there were 5 different 
stories for the municipality and the relations 
between these stories were not clear. Therefore, 
it was decided to treat the case as a complex 
problem.

Due to time limitations the old results of the 
flow design session as described in section 3.3 
were taken instead of conducting a new flow 
design session. In the beginning of this old ses-
sion more information on the case was gath-
ered by adding experts. This information was 
now used to create a better understanding of 
the problem. Then, it was determined  again if 
the problem still was complex or not. The case 
owner stated, “the problem is so clearly compli-
cated that we even had time left to determine 
what to do next. This was possible because it 
was a small scope.” 

After it was determined that the participants 
are dealing with a complicated problem, the 
decision-making canvas suggested the partic-
ipants should use the development manual. 
After discussing the development manual, sev-
eral actions were created such as:  How might 
we share insight within our own organization? 
With whom do we need to develop a shared 
language? Lastly, these questions were plotted 
on the action model presented in section 7.6. 
During the plotting of these actions there was a 
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lot of discussion where to place them and why. 
During this discussion things came up such as: 

•	 “Is this content or relation?” 

•	 “We need to explore this first before moving 
on.” 

•	 “That is a big step forward, maybe we can do 
some smaller things to discover this first.” 

Particpant reflection

Also, a reflection was done in Miro at the end 
of the meeting to find out whether or not the 
product portfolio supported the participants 
in their process and to gather other points of 
feedback. For the feedback on the Miro board,  
see appendix M

Feedback from the problem owner:

•	 “It is nice to see the discussions were explicit 
on process, content or relations.”

•	 “Currently, you only ask X-lab for support, 
but maybe you can also involve RVO Cam-
pus.”

•	 “How do we spread this within our own or-
ganization.”

•	 “I love the way we need to make explic-
it choices. it supports me in having clarity 
about where to go and why.”

Feedback from the expert: 

•	 “Flow design supports in finding the entry 
points of the process in the development 
manual”

•	 “ The process is explicit and fits our current 
way of working well,  it supports in making 
your own thoughts more explicit. “

•	 “Is it okay if I use this for a session I’m orga-
nizing next week?”

•	 “Determining the type of problem is diffi-
cult.”

Feedback from the flow designer:

•	 “The phase transitions are the most import-
ant to me, and those are explicit.”

•	 “I noticed that the decision-making canvas 
really helps the group to make the steps to 
solve the problem more explicit. “

•	 “It is a total package in which the other tools 
also fit.”

Conclusion

Based on the result of this validation the follow-
ing conclusions are made:

•	 All the participants stated that there was 
more clarity in their next steps. Also, next 
steps were created. 

•	 When asking the participants to fill in the 
action model, there was discussion about 
iteration, and which steps you should take. 
Therefore, iteration and experimentation 
became part of their decision making on 
steps forwards.

•	 It is still hard to define which kind of prob-
lem it is. So, on the canvas should be more 
information about types of problems to 
support the participants.

•	 The product portfolio of this thesis fit the 
current way of working of X-lab.

•	 The action model presented in section 7.6. 
delivers a lot of discussion and therefore 
should be further researched.

•	 The participants became enthusiastic 
about the result and are eager to use it.

Concluding, the product portfolio is succesfull 
in creating clarity and iterations, and therefore 
the requirements are met. However, improve-
ments can be made on clarifying what type of 
problem you are dealing with and on how to 
use the action model more time efficient.

Based on Tuckmann (1972) and Snowden 
(2007) and the interviews it can be said that 
the full potential of the current flow design 
process is not met. First of all, because in the-
ory the potential is higher when all steps of 
the two theories are completed, and second-
ly, because flow design has no tangible out-
come and therefore no clear actions to solve 
the problem are designed after analysing the 
problem. However, the final goal is to solve 
the problem, consequently the current flow 
design process could be improved. 

Design thinking theories state that flow design 
can be improved by creating clarity in the steps 
to take after analyzing the problem and by doing 
iterations while determining these steps. More 
specifically, I will list the steps of Tuckmann that 
were not undertaken and relate them to flow 
design and my product portfolio:

Forming
Forming: In this phase Tuckmann advices to 
set up ground rules and a purpose is identified. 
This is done by flowdesign. When setting up the 
ground rules the decision-making canvas gives 
advice on which rules should be added.

Storming
Storming: In this phase Tuckmann advices an 
open exchange of information, emotional sup-
port, team cohesion and to create interpersonal 
team structures. All these are done in a flow 
design meeting.

Norming
After flow design you develop as a group this 
development is not supported by flow design. 
Tuckmann states several principles to support 
this development; experiment, increase the 
cohesion within the group and gather different 
viewpoints. The product portfolio supports in de-
veloping and performing experiments. Secondly 
it creates clear boundaries of the actions and un-
derstanding of each other’s goals therefore the 
cohesion. Thirdly, the roles become clear: who is 
going to do what. Lastly the product portfolio re-
quires outside feedback when performing tasks.

Performing
Performing: after norming Tuckmann states that 
the team needs to become a working organiza-
tion and needs to be able to achieve and adapt 
to solve problems. The product portfolio achie-
ves keeping the same structures steps during 
different phases and therefore the team has a 
clear strategy and could operate autonomously. 
Secondly, the product portfolio suggest an agile 
working approach where you would quickly dis-
cover potential problems and therefore are able 
to adapt. Lastly the goal of the product portfolio 
is to deliver something tangible. 

Snowden and Boone
I will list the jobs presented by  Snowden to deal 
with complex or complicated  and relate them to 
flow design and the product portfolio:

Complicated
Sense, analyze, respond this is the basic structu-
re suggested by Snowden to deal with complica-
ted problems by adding the development ma-

8.11  THE SUPPORT OF DESIGN 
THINKING
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nual to the flow design trajectory the responds 
step is also supported.
Secondly, it is advised to listen to conflicting 
advice. This is done by challenging the user 
to go out there and generate feedback. The-
refore, he or she develops their own story and 
gives this later back to the group.
Thirdly, create expert panels. In the decisi-
on-making canvas is clearly stated that when 
dealing with complicated problems you need 
to create a panel of experts.

Complex
Probe, sense and respond this is the basic 
structure suggested by Snowden to deal with 
complex problems. By adding the pattern 
discovery manual to the flow design trajectory. 
There is more emphasis on probing also this 
manual helps the user in developing a res-
ponse. 
Secondly, it is adviced to create environment 
for experimentation and patterns to emerge. 
This is clearly supported by the pattern disco-
very manual.
Thirdly, it is adviced to have more interacti-
on and clear communication. This is done by 
working in an agile matter. Also, frameworks 
and canvasses are used to make more explicit 
what you are working on and what are your 
insights and what that means for the group.

Conclusion
As can be seen, the product portfolio facilitates 
that all steps to solve complex and complica-
ted problems as a group at its full potential are 
being performed. Furthermore, the validati-
on showed that the product portfolio indeed 
delivered clear actions to solve the problem. 
Since, the product portfolio has been created 
with the use of design thinking, namely the 
methods of the double diamond and frame 
creation are being applied, I conclude design 
thinking supports the trajectory of flow design.
All in all, this thesis shows the added value of 
design thinking when dealing with complex or 
complicated problems and how it can enrich 
the current way of working of civil servants at 
RVO.

9 CONCLUSION
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At the start of this thesis, I wondered how 
public organization such as RVO deal with 
complex problems? How do they learn about 
their problems? When is something a suc-
cess to them? And can design thinking sup-
port their process?

Six months ago RVO’s X-lab reached out to me, 
because they had a problem with scaling their 
flow design method in the organization. So, I 
started with an overall research to determine 
the problems within flow design. After doing an 
analysis, finding several problems, developing a 
solution, and validating this solution, it can be 
stated that design thinking indeed supports 
the process of dealing with complex problems 
within RVO. 

Research objectives and research question

The first research objective was to evaluate flow 
design to determine its limitations. Based on 
this analysis several problems are identified 
which are arbitrary division, language, time 
limitation, lack of process and measuring im-
pact. Of these problems lack of process is the 
most relevant problem and therefore picked to 
solve in this thesis. Research objective two was 
to research how design thinking can solve this 
problem. This can be done by creating clarity on 
actionable next steps and by conducting more 
iterations. Then, the third research objective was 
to develop a solution based on design thinking, 
which resulted in two manuals and one deci-
sion-making canvas. The fourth research objec-
tive was to validate this product portfolio, which 
was succesfully done, however some improve-
ments can still be considered. Which brings us 
to answering the research question:

Where and how can design thinking support 
the trajectory of flow design within X-lab 
RVO?

So, where in flow design can design thinking 
be of added value? During the analysis it was 
concluded that flow design performs the first 
steps of Tuckmann’s model of group develop-
ment (1972), but does not complete all steps, 
consequently the full potential of the group is 
not reached. Furthermore, flow design doesn’t 
perform all the steps of dealing with complex 
problems as defined by Snowden (2007). There-
fore, it is concluded that after the current pro-
cess of flow design steps should be added. 

Secondly, how can design thinking be of add-
ed value? During the analysis it is concluded 
that design thinking can support the process 
in multiple ways. But the double diamond and 
frame creation model show that the most im-
portant principles for this thesis are:

•	 To create actionable steps after a meeting 
there needs to be clarity on how, which and 
why you are taking these steps. 

•	 In addition, we can also conclude that when 
undertaking these steps, it is important top 
use iteration and experimentation. 

With these two requirements in mind, I devel-
oped a product portfolio consisting of two man-
uals and a decision-making canvas. This pro-
posal is tested and evaluated by several experts. 
The evaluation pointed out that the product 
portfolio is succesfull, but where and how did 
design thinking support the trajectory of flow 
design? I will explain that based on the theories 
I have consulted in this thesis. 

9.1  CONCLUSION Based on Tuckmann (1972) and Snowden (2007) 
and the interviews it can be said that the full po-
tential of the current flow design process is not 
met. First of all, because in theory the potential 
is higher when all steps of the two theories are 
completed, and secondly, because flow design 
has no tangible outcome and therefore no clear 
actions to solve the problem are designed after 
analysing the problem. However, the final goal 
is to solve the problem, consequently the cur-
rent flow design process could be improved. 

So, flow design doesn’t perform all the steps 
of Tuckmann’s model of group development 
and also not of Snowden’s dealing with com-
plex/complicated problems model. The missing 
steps in flow design are Tuckmann’s norming 
and performing steps and Snowden’s probe, 
sense and response steps for complex prob-
lems, and  Snowden’s sense, analyse and re-
sponse steps for complicated problems. The 
product portfolio was designed in such a way 
that it facilitates that all of Snowden’s and Tuck-
mann’s steps are performed. Furthermore, the 
validation showed that the product portfolio in-
deed delivered clear actions to solve the prob-
lem. Since, the product portfolio has been cre-
ated with the use of design thinking, namely 
the methods of the double diamond and frame 
creation are being applied, I conclude design 
thinking supports the trajectory of flow design. 

Reflection

So, I have presented a product portfolio in this 
thesis which improves flow design. Further-
more, this product portfolio along with the thor-
ough description I made on flow design itself 
has been written down in a tangible document 
that can be transferred to collegues within the 
organisation. Reflecting on the starting point 
of this project six months ago, I conclude that 
the side effect of this thesis is that the result-
ing product increases the potential scalability 

of flow design.

Lastly, the validation pointed out that improve-
ments can be made on clarifying what type of 
problem you are dealing with and on how to 
use the action model more time efficient.
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After the analysis and development of the 
solution presented in this thesis. Several 
things need to be considered when under-
taking future actions.

Experimenting

Experiment, experiment, experiment! No idea is 
born perfect, they are often based on assump-
tions and need to be refined and improved. 
When going directly to implementation, there 
is little room for failure as resources have already 
been invested. With experimentation you will 
quickly identify failures and successes in your 
proposed next steps. Currently, experimenta-
tion is missing in the trajectory of flow design, 
however I cannot emphasize the importance of 
experimenting enough. 

Manual

The manual is currently a static product creat-
ed by a not X-lab member. But it will require 
changes to fit the changing context and exper-
tise. Therefore, it is important to keep changing 
and developing the manual.

Strategy day

X-lab is a team which currently doesn’t have a 
clear strategy and therefore it is hard to deter-
mine which tools to develop or which cases to 
accept. Therefore, I would advice doing a strat-
egy day. Here should be determined how X-lab 
should be positioned within and outside of RVO 
for the upcoming years.

Involve designers

When starting this thesis, I always said every-
one can be creative and I still think this is true, 
but not everyone can test and build these cre-
ative thoughts.  In this thesis, I explain the im-
portance of experimentation. A designer is an 

expert in experimentation, because of years 
of training in developing and finding experi-
ments. Because of this, a designer could sup-
port the team. Therefore X-lab’s offering would 
be more complete.

Problems

Currently, I make a distinction between com-
plex and complicated problems and it is ei-
ther the one or the other. In real life, it would 
be more of a gradual scale and each problem 
would have complicated and complex compo-
nents. 

Further research 

Frameworks and tools

The result of this thesis is a canvas and two 
manuals that require support in finding the 
right frameworks and tools. Currently, it’s not 
made explicit how to select these tools or based 
on which factors to select. I recommend further 
research. 

Reflection tool         

One of the points of improvement found in this 
thesis is reflection. Reflection is needed to im-
prove your process. An important aspect of re-
flection is measuring impact. Hence, I suggest 
a reflection tool is developed. 

Does experimenting make it cheaper

In this thesis I suggest a more experimental ap-
proach, I also argue that experimenting from 
the beginning makes the product better and 
lowers the development cost. To spread exper-
imentation as a way of working within govern-
ment it needs to be more quantified, therefore 
research should be done into these KPI’s.

9.2 RECOMMENDATIONS

10 E VALUATING THE PROJECT



This project has been an interesting journey. 
First, to understand flow design and thereaf-
ter, to see how design can support flow de-
sign. 

The most important conclusion is that experi-
mentation is key, you can analyze a problem if 
you want without going out there. But even-
tually you need to go out there and the longer 
you wait the more expensive it becomes and 
the harder it becomes to fail. However there are 
some potential points of improvement for this 
thesis. 

During this project I tried to match my solu-
tion as closely as possible with the current way 
of working of X-lab. Basically, this meant that 
while researching the limitations of flow design 
I focused on more important problems than 
the initial problem of scalibility. Although, I do 
believe my product facilitates scalibility, more 
researched could have been done on scalibility 
if not for time limitations.

Overall, I improved flow design by making more 
explicit and clear which steps can be taken af-
ter a flow design session. However, determining 
the real impact of this project would cost time 
and would only have become visible in years. 
Time will tell the impact of this product portfo-
lio, but for now the difficulty of determining the 
impact is a limitation.

The validation pointed out that improvements 
can be made on clarifying what type of prob-
lem you are dealing with and on how to use the 
action model more time efficient. Due to time 
limitations I could not further address these 

problems, but I would have done so otherwise. 

In this thesis I do research in the way design 
functions and how it can support flow design. In 
the analysis I used several design methods and 
I consulted two design experts. I think it would 
be an interesting approach if I would have orga-
nized a reflection session with multiple design 
ers that are not familiar with flow design to re-
flect on the potential impact of design thinking 
on flow design. 

When developing solutions, I quickly decided 
to move towards developing a method. Where-
as other directions could have created some-
thing more hands-on, such as a pattern discov-
ery toolbox, a story telling puppet show or an 
experimentation room for complex problems. I 
have decided not to pursue a more hands-on 
solution, because all the other hands-on tools 
of X-lab are not used explicitly and are therefore 
not functioning up to its full potential. When re-
flecting on my project I think if I would have de-
cided to develop a more hands-on solution the 
outcome would not have been as useful. 

In this thesis, I use the research through design 
method, meaning I developed an assumption 
and tested this assumption to learn and based 
on the learnings I developed new assumptions, 
and so on. This made it difficult to write a struc-
tured thesis. Generating information about a 
certain topic was sometimes so linked to an-
other topic that to make it clear for the read-
er I needed to be aware of where I introduced 
what. This was sometimes really challenging 
and could be confusing to the reader. 

10.1  E VALUATION OF THE PROJECT

To finish up this project, I would like to per-
sonally reflect on my thesis, the time as a 
part of X-lab and the time as a graduate.

As a designer I do thinks based on intuition 
when something feels right, I just go for it and 
see what happens. This enables me to make 
quick decisions. But also makes it hard to ex-
plain in an academic way how certain decision 
were taken. When discussing this with Ahmee 
or Nynke they were always sharp on why I de-
cided to go in a certain direction. They showed 
me there is a combination of both intuition and 
analytics. This has taught me to better think 
about how you communicate something and 
that taking a step back can help you find new 
possibilities. 

A big part of this thesis was doing research, 
when starting this thesis my academic skills 
were small. During this thesis, I was challenged 
several times to write or analyze more academ-
ically. I found this the most challenging part of 
my thesis. 

During this thesis I was able to join several meet-
ings. Let’s say several is an understatement, in 
total I joined over 200 hours of meetings and 
sessions. This is a lot, maybe even too much. But 
being here gave me a lot of information about 
their way of working, but also it gave me extra 
joy and motivation for this thesis. 

At last, I had not imagined the amount of inspi-

ration and understanding I would have devel-
oped about myself and the future. I had imag-
ined this graduation to be an end point, but it 
is not. It is rather the beginning of a new chap-
ter. I have learned with which kind of people I 
would like to work, which approaches I like and 
in which conditions I thrive. This has made me 
optimistic and curious about the future.

10.2 PERSONAL REFLECTION
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The product should be read 
as a double-page spread.
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During flow design you have looked at a complex 
or complicated problem and created possibility 
space (mogelijkheidsruimte). However, creating 
possibility space is not enough to solve 
complex problems. You need action perspective 
(handelingsperspectief). This guide will help you
converting possibility space into action 
perspective. So that you can support develop a 
successful product

‘The development’ manual aims to support civil 
servants that want to innovate. This manual 
supports this goal by presenting a set of principles 
and a framework supported by a four- step 
approach.
One of the core principles of this guide is iteration. 
By performing iterations the shared understanding 
of the problem is challenged and improved. In 
addition, you will focus on the problem by looking at 
the content as well as the relation and process.
It is clear that you will face barriers when applying 
part of this guide, some of which may require a shift 
bigger than this framework supports.

The flow design framework builds upon the 
existing framework for innovation from the Design 
Council  (2019). The section on the right shows this 
framework; the flow design
and learning stages come together in the center and 
then are translated into actions
to learn again. The four stages in the middle 
represent the stages explore, reframe, create and 
catalyze, as distinguished by the Design Council 
(2007). These steps can be taken linearly, but are 
also likely to loop back and forth.
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To create actions, it is first of all 
important to understand the key 
principles before diving into the 
process. We  have collected 2 
principles that will support the 
continuation of flow after a flow 
design meeting.

Principles
Iteration spots errors early, avoids 
risk and builds confidence and 
thereby improves the outcome.

Clarity will allow a continuation of 
flow. It is
important to create a clear shared 
understanding of the problems and 
ideas.

To better understand these two 
principles three frameworks are 
presented. Lastly, these frameworks 
are combined to create the final 
framework. This final framework will  
condtitue the outline of process.
These frameworks are explained 
below.

During flow design you have 
created possibility space, during 
interviews with clarifiers and 
doing several case studies we 
concluded that generating solution 
space comes from the following 
three elements: content, process 
and relation. To create clarity, 
it is important to be aware of 
these. Therefore, when missing 
opportunity space search for 
possibilities in one of these 
categories.

Clarity 

Principles

Content

Process

Relations

Possibility 
space

Figure 2
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To make a product successful it needs to be tested 
several times. For example, James Dyson created 
more than 5,000 failed prototypes of his very 
successful vacuum cleaner or Google was just 
another search engine until it iterated its way to 
AdWords and AdSense. Also, the earlier you start 
iterating your product the cheaper it becomes, as 
shown in Figure 3.

The diagram of figure 3 explains the value of 
prototyping and experimentation when developing a 
new solution. We sometimes see that new solutions 
are launched with a ‘big bang’; ideas are translated 
directly into plans that are then fully implemented.

But no idea is born perfect; they are often based on 
assumptions and need to be refined and improved. 
When going directly to implementation, there is little

 room for failure as resources have already been 
invested and spent.

Prototyping, on the other hand, aims to identify 
assumptions and test out ideas at an early stage 
without using vast amounts of time and resources. 
Here, there is room to learn from failure. For example, 
building a paper prototype of online service may 
cost you only a few euros, whereas developing a fully 
functional website may cost hundreds of thousands 
of euros.

So, prototyping and experimenting are essential 
when developing a product.

Experimentation

RESOURCES SPENT 
Time, money, talents, meterials

ROOM FOR FAILURE
Find out what works, and what doesn’t

Figure 3
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So, how to experiment and prototype in a 
project? Experimentation in government can 
best be seen as a continuation of different 
approaches, rather than as one method.   
Different   methods   should be used if solutions 
and their intended outcomes are not known 
at all, partially known (or assumed), or known. 
Christiansen, Leurs & Quaggiotto (2017) have 
grouped these methods into three categories 
of experimentation; explore, trial-and- error and 
validate.

So, during the full length of a project there is room for 
experimentation and iteration. Not only at the end of 
a project.
 

Explore: In this phase your solutions are unknown and 
you are trying to discover what might be by searching 
for new possibilities.

Trial-and-error: here you research what could be by 
searching for what works and what doesn’t work.

Validate: here you research what should be by 
justifying decisions.

Iteration steps

Solutions are
 unknown

Solutions are
known

EXPLORE

Generating 
hypotheses

What might be

Shaping directions
Action is taken to open up new 

possibilites

Speculative design , foresight, 
Ethnographic research, positve 

deviance, etc.

VALIDATE

Validating a 
hypotheses
What should be

legitimising intitiative
action is take to justify decision 

maikinnew possibilites

Randomised control trial, Pilotsm 
A/B testig, Multiple paralles 

experiments etc.

TRIAL-AND-ERROR

Establishing a 
hypothesis
What could be

Creating basis for redesign
Action is taken to find out what works

Prototyping, Human Centred 
Design, Behavioural Economics, 

etc.

Figure 4
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The final model is a diagram 
consisting of nine diamonds that 
builds on the three frameworks 
shown before. 

The step-by-step and iterative 
approach ensures the continuation 
of flow. As a team you need to make 
explicit on which diamond you are 
focusing on per subject. The process 
will support you in coming up with 
questions and choosing actions 
which fit these diamonds. 

Action model

EXPLORE VALIDATETRIAL-AND-ERROR

PROCESS

CONTENT

RELATION

Figure 5
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In order to use the model correctly, a method is 
developed to support you in taking the right steps.

The frameworks and models presented previously are 
translated into a method. This method is designed to help 
you shift from diamond to diamond considering the earlier 
presented principles. The goal of this method is to support 
the user taking actions, creating clarity and finally learning 
from each other.

This method consists of the following four steps: Selecting 
actions, Build and do it, Learning together and Clarifying.
These four steps need to be taken in each diamond, 
before shifting to the next diamond, see figure 6. A team  
can focus on multiple diamonds at once, but you cannot 
skip one.

Each step is explained in more detail on the next pages.

Method

4Process overview

1     2     3     4 1     2     3     4 1     2     3     4

Figure 6: Process overview 
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For more info >> Loek Dekker

Clarifying

Make sense of key 
relationships and get a 
representation of the 
system. With this, you’re 
able to brainstorm on the 
next steps you need to 
take. 

Systemic thinker, explicit

Selecting actions

The goal of the first 
step is coming up 
with actions. This 
is done by creating 
an overview of the 
desired step and 
then in finding a 
fitting action.

Explorer, decisions1
Build and do it

Once you determined 
what kind of actions you 
are going to take, the 
time has come to get out 
there and start doing.  
Think small, scrappy, and 
inexpensive.

Testing, feedback2

After doing and learning, 
it’s time to sit down with 
your team and share 
the information you 
have collected.  This is 
necessary to be able 
to conclude later in the 
process.

Open minded, sense 
making.

Learning3 4
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The goal of the first step is 
coming up with actions. This is 
done by creating an overview 
of the desired step from the 
flow design session and then in 
finding a fitting action.

How to use it
Get a space where you can place 
post-its, this can be a digital or 
physical place. Use this place to 
map out the things you are trying to 
discover, create or validate. 

Also, don’t be afraid to ask for 
help from the clarifier or process 
moderator in these steps.

A user  journey map (also called the 
buyer journey or user journey) is a 
visual representation to help you 
tell the story of your customers’ 
experiences with your service 
across all touchpoints.

Examples of  Actions

User Journey

1. Actions

LEARNING QUESTION
What might the issue be from the user perspective?

First step

First, select the diamonds your 
project is currently in. Then, ask 
yourself the questions related to 
either the explore, trial-and-error 
or validate phases, depending 
the diamond your in. Examples of 

these questions can be found on 
P18. Ensure that the questions 
become more explicit, see exam-
ple below. In the end, there should 
be a list of questions. These 
questions are set up to learn, and 
from now on will be referred to as 
learning questions.

LEARNING QUESTION
Which aspects do we need to address first before moving on to 
others?
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Wireframing is a way to design a 
website service at the structural 
level. A wireframe is commonly 
used to layout content and 
functionality on a page which takes 
into account user needs and user 
journeys.

Wireframes
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Second step
Write down how you want to 
discover, create or validate these 
questions. There are multiple ac-
tions you could do to answer these 
questions, brainstorm and discuss 
these as a group. You can learn 
using any number of actions, such 
as interviews, storyboards, role-
plays, pressure cookers, models, 
mock-ups. For examples of possi-
ble actions see the bottom of this 
page. At the end of this step there 
should be a list of actions.

Third step
Create a grid where you tag your 
actions to the learning questions 
you want to address. As a group 
discuss which action you see fit for 
each question.

LEARNING 
QUESTION

ACTION

ACTION

LEARNING 
QUESTION

LEARNING 
QUESTION
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Once you determined what kind 
of actions you are going to take, 
the time has come to get out 
there and start doing. This is your 
kick-off point now.
Remember that the only goal of 
the actions is to learn about the 
final solutions or end product, so 
nothing needs be perfect. Think 
small, scrappy, and inexpensive.

2. Build and do it

Fist step
Fill in the worksheet on the next 
page for each action. The work- 
sheet has two sections, the top 
four blocks will help you and your 
team align on what you want
to learn and how you will do your 
learning (this may take a bit of 
time upfront but will set you up for 
success). The bottom section is for  
documenting what you learn later.

Second step
Undertake the action. The goal is to make 
something tangible that is good enough to 
get feedback from someone else.

Third step
Now go out there and gather feedback on 
the outcome of your actions. Go out in the 
field, show it to other people, show it to 
colleagues, etc.

Fourth step
Write down your learnings, what is working 
what not, what did you learn, what do you 
need to change? If needed, adjust your 
outcome. For example, maybe the perso- 
na you made was not representative, so 
adjust it and go out in the field again for 
feedback.
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ACTION

Learning 
questions related 
to the action?

When is it
a succes?

Checking
method?

What did we learn? What do we need to change?

Inspired by the prototyping report card by the 
IDEO’s design kit
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After doing and learning, it’s time 
to sit down with your team and 
share the information you have 
collected.  This is necessary to 
be able to draw conclusions in 
the next step.

3. Learning

First step
Create a space where you collect 
all the information of each team 
member.

Second step
Tell the most compelling stories 
from the field to your teammates. 
Talk about what you made, who 
you showed it to, how they reacted, 
and their comments. The details 
that might not seem important to 
you can be eye-opening to some-
one else, so try to be specific and 
descriptive.

Third step
The rest of the team writes down 
notes and observations in Miro. Try 
to capture quotes that are easy to 
understand. 

Fourth step
Categorize the quotes and see 
where they overlap or are related to 
each other. X-
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When starting to get an understanding of the system, 
you need to make the structure explicit to be able to 
move towards the next diamond. Make sense of key 
relationships and get a representation of the system. 
Then you will be able to brainstorm on the next steps 
you need to take in order to make the shift from 
diamond to diamond. Here it’s important to think in 
terms of systems, relations, and patterns.

First step
Start with drawing patterns, first start with simple 
frameworks, Venn diagrams, or 2 x2 matrixes.

Second step
When it becomes more complex, try to fill in existing 
frameworks such as personas, customer journeys or a 
value proposition canvas.

4. Clarity

The Business Model Canvas 
provides a unique combination 
of products and services which 
provide value to the customer by 
resulting in the solution of a problem 
the customer is facing or providing 
value to the customer.

Framework example 
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EXPLORE VALIDATETRIAL-AND-ERROR

PROCESS

CONTENT

RELATION

Third Step

After finishing these steps it is important to look back at 
the action model and see which steps you have taken and 
what you have learned. Add post-its with your learnings 
to the model to create clarity in your learning. By creating 
clarity, it will be easier to find your next steps. 

Be aware that some actions also impact different 
categories. For example, when focusing on relationships, 
it is possible to learn something or find a new action on 
process or content. Make sure to write these down as well. 
When finished it’s time to move back towards step 1.
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Do-it again!
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Below are examples of the meta-questions n step 1. Make sure you change to fit your teams’ ambition 
and context. There are many more suitable questions you can use these serve as inspiration.

‘What’s the most important issue to focus this time on?’, ‘What is the 
user needs?’, ‘What is the issue from the user/employee/manager 
perspective?’, ‘How clear are this issue entails?’, ‘What feelings is this 
issue evoking for the user/employee/manager ?’, ‘What do we need to 
take into account as we work on this together?’, ‘Do we have the right 
information and expertise to do this?’ 

 ‘How would you like to do this?’, ‘What approach would we find most 
inspiring?’, ‘What might be the best way to approach this given the time 
available?’, ‘Which aspects do we need to address first before moving 
onto others?’, ‘What would be best to do now and what could be best 
done outside of this meeting?’, ‘Could we try a new way that would 
lift our energy levels?’,’Do we need to switch ownership later in the 
process?’,’What might that mean for the program?’

‘What’s important to us in this?’, ‘What underlying values does this 
touch on for our organisation?’, ‘How is ... impacted?’’, ‘What are you 
noticing from your perspective?’, ‘What distinctive contribution could 
you bring?’, ‘What is working well in the team’s relationships?’, ‘What is 
creating tension?’, ‘How could we resolve conflicting differences?’,’Is 
the ownership at the right level?’,’What might that mean for the user?’

Questions

Content

Process

Relation
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Build &amp; Run Prototypes. Design kit. (n.d.). https://www.designkit.org/methods/
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Discovering Patterns
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During flow design you have looked at a 
complex problem and created possibility space 
(mogelijkheidsruimte). However, creating
possibility space is not enough to solve complex 
problems, instead you need to find patterns, 
patterns will help you find the right entry point so 
that you can take action!

‘Discovering patterns’ manual aims to support 
civil servants in developping patterns. This manual 
supports this goal by presenting a set of principles 
and a framework supported by a four-step approach.

One of the core principles of this guide is iteration, 
by doing iterations the shared understanding of the 
problem is challenged and improved. In addition, we 
will focus on the problem by looking at the content 
as well as the relation and process.

We recognize that you will face barriers when 
applying part of this guide, some of which may 
require a shift bigger than this framework supports.

The flow design framework builds on the existing 
framework for innovation from the design council 
(2019). The section on the right shows this 
framework. Where the flow design
and learning stages come together in the center 
and then need to be translated into actions to learn 
again. The four stages in the middle represent the 
stages explore, reframe, create and catalyze, as 
distinguished by the design council (2007). These 
steps can be taken linearly, but are also likely to loop 
back and forth.

Foreword
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Figure 1 
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To find patterns it is first 
important to understand two key 
principles before diving into the 
process. During our research, 
we have collected  these two 
principles that will support the 
continuation of flow after a flow 
design meeting. 

Principles
Iteration, to improve the outcome, 
spot errors early, avoid risk and 
build confidence your ideas it is 
important to iterate.
Clarity, To be able to have 
a continuation of flow It is 
important to create a clear shared 
understanding of the problems and 

ideas.
To better understand these two 
principles three frameworks are 
presented, lastly these frameworks 
are combined to create the final 
framework. This final framework will 
be the outline of process. 
These frameworks are explained 
below and on the following pages. 

During flow design you have looked 
at the problem and searched for 
different directions and categorized 
the problem, during interviews 
with clarifiers and doing several 
case studies we concluded that 
those directions  comes from the 
following three elements: content, 
process and relation and together 
create a pattern.

Elements

Principles

Content

Process

Relations

Possibility 
space

Figure 2
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Understanding the difference between complex 
and complicated problems is becoming 
important for many aspects of management and 
development. Each system is better managed 
with different leadership, tools and approaches.
 
Simple 
Simple problems are problems that represent the 
“known knowns”. This means that there are best 
practices and rules in place, the relationship between 
cause and effect is clear and the situation is stable. 

Complicated
Complicated problems consist of “know unknowns”. 
It requires analysis of the relationship of cause and 
effect. This type of problem requires expertise to 
analyze and apply the appropriate good responds. 
It is possible to work rationally toward a decision but 
doing so requires expertise.

Complex
Complex problems have “unkown unknowns”. Cause 
and effect can only be deduced in retro perspective 
and there are no right answers. Your very actions 
change the situation in unpredictable ways. There are 
no experts on these types of problems that is why it 
is important to start with discovering patterns.

Chaotic
Chaotic problems require an immediate response. 
These problems are too confusing to wait for a 
knowledge-based response. 

Types of problems
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When investigating patterns it needs to be tested 
several times, for example, James Dyson created 
more than 5,000 failed prototypes of his wildly 
successful vacuum cleaner or Google was just 
another search engine until it iterated its way to 
AdWords and AdSense.  Also, the earlier you start 
iterating your product the cheaper it becomes see 
figure 3.

The diagram  of figure 3 explains the value of 
prototyping and experimentation when developing a 
new solution. We sometimes see that new solutions 
are launched with a ‘big bang’; ideas are translated 
directly into plans that are then fully implemented.

When dealing with complex problems. It’s important 
to learn about the problem and find patterns, you 
could  analyze your problem and at the end show 

your results. From design thinking we can learn 
that showing your analyses during your project and 
getting feedback is more effective. It’s import to keep 
on iterating, failing and learn more about the problem.

Experimentation

RESOURCES SPENT 
Time, money, talents, meterials

ROOM FOR FAILURE
Find out what works, and what doesn’t

Figure 3
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So, how to experiment and prototype in a 
pattern? Experimentation in government can 
best be seen as a continuation of different 
approaches, rather than as one method 
(Interview with Tom). Different methods should 
be used if solutions and their intended outcomes 
are known, partially known (or assumed), or not 
known at all. Christiansen, Leurs & Quaggiotto 
(2017) have grouped these methods into three 
categories of experimentation; explore, trial-and-
error & validate.

So, during the full length of a project there is room 
for experimentation and iteration. Not only at the 
end of a project. 

Explore: In this phase your solutions are unknown 
and you are trying to discover what might be by 
searching for new possibilities.

Trial-and-error:  here you research what could be by 
searching for what works and what doesn’t work.

Validate: here you research what should be by 
justifying decisions. 

Iteration steps

Solutions are
 unknown

Solutions are
known

EXPLORE

Generating 
hypotheses

What might be

Shaping directions
Action is taken to open up new 

possibilites

Speculative design , foresight, 
Ethnographic research, positve 

deviance, etc.

VALIDATE

Validating a 
hypotheses
What should be

legitimising intitiative
action is take to justify decision 

maikinnew possibilites

Randomised control trial, Pilotsm 
A/B testig, Multiple paralles 

experiments etc.

TRIAL-AND-ERROR

Establishing a 
hypothesis
What could be

Creating basis for redesign
Action is taken to find out what works

Prototyping, Human Centred 
Design, Behavioural Economics, 

etc.

Figure 4
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The final model is a diagram 
consisting of nine diamonds that 
builds on the three frameworks 
shown before. 

The step-by-step and iterative 
approach ensures the continuation 
of flow. As a team you need to make 
explicit on which diamond you are 
focusing on per subject to investigate 
patterns.  The process will support 
you in coming up with questions and 
choosing actions which fit these 
diamonds. When you have finished 

this process you will clear and 
validated patterns.

Action model

EXPLORE VALIDATETRIAL-AND-ERROR

PROCESS

CONTENT

RELATION

Figure 5 X-
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In order to use the model correctly, a method is 
developed to support you in taking the right steps.

The frameworks and models presented previously are 
translated into a method. This method is designed to help 
you shift from diamond to diamond considering the earlier 
presented principles. The goal of this method is to support 
the user taking actions, creating clarity and finally learning 
from each other.

This method consists of the following four steps: Selecting 
actions, Build and do it, Learning together and Clarifying.
These four steps need to be taken in each diamond, 
before shifting to the next diamond, see figure 6. A team  
can focus on multiple diamonds at once, but you cannot 
skip one.

Each step is explained in more detail on the next pages.

Method

4Process overview

1     2     3     4 1     2     3     4 1     2     3     4

Figure 6: Process overview 
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For more info >> Loek Dekker

Clarifying

Make sense of key 
relationships and get a 
representation of the 
system. With this, you’re 
able to brainstorm on the 
next steps you need to 
take. 

Systemic thinker, explicit

Selecting actions

The goal of the first 
step is coming up 
with actions. This 
is done by creating 
an overview of the 
desired step and 
then in finding a 
fitting action.

Explorer, decisions1
Build and do it

Once you determined 
what kind of actions you 
are going to take, the 
time has come to get out 
there and start doing.  
Think small, scrappy, and 
inexpensive.

Testing, feedback2

After doing and learning, 
it’s time to sit down with 
your team and share 
the information you 
have collected.  This is 
necessary to be able 
to conclude later in the 
process.

Open minded, sense 
making.

Learning3 4
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The goal of the first step is 
coming up with actions. This is 
done by creating an overview 
of the desired step from the 
flow design session and then in 
finding a fitting action.

How to use it
Get a space where you can place 
post-its, this can be a digital or 
physical place. Use this place to 
map out the things you are trying to 
discover, create or validate. 

Also, don’t be afraid to ask for 
help from the clarifier or process 
moderator in these steps.

A customer journey map is a visual 
representation of the customer 
journey (also called the buyer 
journey or user journey). It helps 
you tell the story of your customers’ 
experiences with your service 
across all touchpoints.

Examples of  Actions

Customer Journey

1. Actions

LEARNING QUESTION
What might the issue be from the user perspective?

First step

First, select the diamonds your 
project is currently in. Then, ask 
yourself the questions related to 
either the explore, trial-and-error 
or validate phases, depending 
the diamond your in. Examples of 

these questions can be found on 
P18. Ensure that the questions 
become more explicit, see exam-
ple below. In the end, there should 
be a list of questions. These 
questions are set up to learn, and 
from now on will be referred to as 
learning questions.

LEARNING QUESTION
Which aspects do we need to address first before moving on to 
others?
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A persona is a fictional character, 
created to represent a user type, 
who a site, brand, or product.

Persona

Second step
Write down how you want to 
discover, create or validate these 
questions. There are multiple ac-
tions you could do to answer these 
questions, brainstorm and discuss 
these as a group. You can learn 
using any number of actions, such 
as interviews, storyboards, role-
plays, pressure cookers, models, 
mock-ups. For examples of possi-
ble actions see the bottom of this 
page. At the end of this step there 
should be a list of actions.

Third step
Create a grid where you tag your 
actions to the learning questions 
you want to address. As a group 
discuss which action you see fit for 
each question.

LEARNING 
QUESTION

ACTION

ACTION

LEARNING 
QUESTION

LEARNING 
QUESTION
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Once you determined what 
kind of actions you are going 
to take, the time has come to 
get out there and start doing.  
You identified your questions 
and how to answer them, this 
is your kick-off point now. 
Remember that the only goal of 
the actions is to learn about the 
final solutions/end product, so 
nothing needs be perfect. Think 
small, scrappy, and inexpensive.

2. Build and do it

Fist step
Fill in the worksheet on the next 
page for each action. The work-
sheet has two sections, the top 
four blocks will help you and your 
team align on what you want 
to learn and how you’ll do your 
learning (this may take a bit of 
time upfront but will set you up for 
success). The bottom section will 
be where you document what you 
learn later. 

Second step
Undertake the action. The goal is to make 
something tangible that is good enough to 
get feedback from someone else.

Third step
Now go out there and gather feedback on 
the outcome of your actions. Go out in the 
field, show it to other people, show it to 
colleagues, etc.

Fourth step
Write down your learnings, what is working 
what not, what did you learn, what do you 
need to change? If needed, adjust your 
outcome. For example, maybe the perso-
na you made was not representative, so 
adjust it and go out in the field again for 
feedback. 
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ACTION

Learning 
questions related 
to the action?

When is it
a succes?

Checking
method?

What did we learn? What do we need to change?

Inspired by the prototyping report card of the 
IDEO’s design kit.
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After doing and learning, it’s time 
to sit down with your team and 
share the information you have 
collected.  This is necessary to 
be able to draw conclusions in 
the next step.

3. Learning

Fist step
Create a space where you collect 
all the information of each team 
member.

Second step
Tell the most compelling stories 
from the field to your teammates. 
Talk about what you made, who 
you showed it to, how they reacted, 
and their comments. The details 
that might not seem important to 
you can be eye-opening to some-
one else, so try to be specific and 
descriptive.

Third step
The rest of the team writes down 
notes and observations in Miro. Try 
to capture quotes that are easy to 
understand. 

Fourth step
Categorize the quotes and see 
where they overlap or are related to 
each other.
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When starting to get an understanding of the system, 
you need to make the structure explicit to be able to 
move towards the next diamond. Make sense of key 
relationships and get a representation of the system. 
Then you will be able to brainstorm on the next steps 
you need to take in order to make the shift from 
diamond to diamond. Here it’s important to think in 
terms of systems, relations, and patterns.

First step
Start with drawing patterns, first start with simple 
frameworks, Venn diagrams, or 2 x2 matrixes.

Second step
When it becomes more complex, try to fill in existing 
frameworks such as personas, customer journeys or a 
value proposition canvas.

4. Clarity

The value proposition canvas  
Osterwalder, A, (2014). Alows you 
to systematically understand what 
customers want and to help you to 
create products and services that 
match their needs. As such, it can be 
used as an instrumental part of your 
strategy and should be the anchor 
around which you’ll build your 
Business Model Canvas. 

Framework Example 
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EXPLORE VALIDATETRIAL-AND-ERROR

PROCESS

CONTENT

RELATION

Third Step

After finishing these steps it is important to look back at 
the action model and see which steps you have taken and 
what you have learned. Add post-its with your learnings 
to the model to create clarity in your learning. By creating 
clarity, it will be easier to find your next steps. 

Be aware that some actions also impact different 
categories. For example, when focusing on relationships, 
it is possible to learn something or find a new action on 
process or content. Make sure to write these down as well. 
When finished it’s time to move back towards step 1.
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11 .3 DECISION MAKING SUPPORT CANVAS

This decision-making support canvas 
should be printed on A2, Therefore, 
first it is shown on an A4 thereafter, it 
spread on 4 pages to be able to get a 
detailed view at the canvas.
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