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Open Welfare: designs on the public good

In the 20th century the expansion of public services was synonymous with large, often hierarchical institutions, in which professionals delivered solutions to users. To get more education you need more teachers; better health means more doctors and nurses; safer streets need more police. 
This paper proposes a radically different approach for the 21st century: open welfare. It argues that many of the biggest improvements in public services will come from mass, participatory models, in which many of the “users” of a service become its designers and producers, working in new partnerships with professionals.
We believe these open models – developed first in software and online – have huge potential to transform public services by making them more efficient, leveraging professional expertise more effectively, providing more scope for personalisation and enabling a mass, distributed process of adaptation and innovation. 

Most of the public service reforms of the past decade have been designed to make the traditional, closed model of service delivery more efficient. The open model is a radical and disruptive innovation. 

Below we rapidly summarise the strengths of the open model. We are keen to explore how this could work in practice to deliver effective services and tangible benefits.

We propose to concentrate on one sector: health and well-being.  Over the coming months we will develop our ideas with relevant and interested parties in the health field, asking how open source ideas might be applicable in the field of public health. We want to learn from projects which are developing similar ideas in the UK and internationally, and how they might be applied in the future. While the open model has huge strengths it also poses significant challenges, not least to the relationship between professionals and their institutions and users and co-producers. Getting these relationships right will be vital to making the open model work.

In October 2004 we plan to publish a paper detailing our findings.  We want to use that as the basis for a pilot project which will attempt to apply the open model in practice, prototyping a new approach, in partnership with a range of organisations.  Our project will be designed to deliver practical benefits to those involved and to develop wider lessons on the potential of an open welfare approach.

The Limits of Incremental Reform

The traditional model of public service delivery rests on a simple model: public service professionals deliver mass solutions to largely passive users from within well defined institutions that are designed for the task. 

There is a growing recognition of the limits of current models of service delivery, which include financial and environmental concerns.  

Service providers bemoan central targets used to drive performance. Professionals complain about poor pay and heavy workloads. Users complain of poor quality, lack of personalisation, fragmented services that do not join-up. Ministers and senior civil servants worry about how to get improvements across large and complex systems that are difficult to control. Innovation is widespread but difficult to spread and propagate. Attempts to make the public service machine work faster and harder, produce their own backlash and downsides.

The public increasingly wants ‘bottom up’ systems and a sense that they are designers of their own destiny: we want more scope for self organisation, self provisioning (collective and individual) and more scope to create adaptive solutions to social issues as opposed to having them imposed from above.  

Good public services and government in general increasingly need to be organised to enable this mass self organisation and mass adaptation to change: participatory design of the public good.

We need a different way forward. 

The Open Model 

An alternative organisational model is emerging from the Open Source software movement. This open development model has wide applicability to the public sector and health in particular.

The best known open source collaborative is the Linux software originally developed by a Finnish graduate student Linus Torvald.  Anyone can use Linux for free as long as any changes or new features are shared with others at no cost.  Today there are 140,000 registered users and an estimated 18 million computers which use the system. Upgrades and innovations to Linux are being contributed the whole time by the lead- users. Simple rules, shared goals and clear yardsticks for judging performance, allows this global community to share ideas and as a result improve the software, which is a shared, public good.

Over the last decade the principles behind this highly collaborative approach have increasingly been applied to areas beyond the coding of software.
  Similar approaches have been used in online gaming (90% of the content in the Sims computer game comes from uers) and economic development (the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh makes small loans to millions of people through a distributed network of barefoot bankers.) 

Astronomy has been transformed by the growth of collaborative networks. There are 10,000 professional astronomers in the world but hundreds of thousands of dedicated amateurs who now collaborate across the Internet. In the last 20 years the earth has acquired thousands of new eyes to look into deep space and the Internet has provided the optic nerves to connect them up. Increasingly astronomy is a science in which a small body of professionals will work in alliance with a vast army of dedicated amateurs. 

Currently the diverse sectors engaging with the Open movement’s principles include manufacturers (opencola- the recipe is on the can), professional associations (open law – their drafts are there for all to read and contribute to) pressure groups/think tanks (no logo and demos) and knowledge networks (the wikipedia).  In the academic community the principles are being used to develop scientific innovations: the Cambridge based genome project for example is a collaborative data base open to all.  In Finland various agencies are now experimenting with the ‘open’ philosophy in the design of their public services.

Characteristics and Strengths

The Open model is not a traditional service delivery model, it relies on mass participation in the creation of the service.  The boundary is blurred between the users and producers of a service.  It is effectively often impossible to differentiate between those who are creating the service and those who are the consumers or users of the output.   

The strength of the system is the way it can mobilise a potentially limitless number of contributors whose degree of involvement can be flexible.  Valuable contributions can come from one off contributors as well as dedicated, full time, often paid contributors.  It is also easy to slide up and down the scale of commitment.  Of course not all peers are really equal and not all voices carry the same weight.  Experts are recognised within the Open model as within any other organisation, usually through peer review.
Broad and widespread participation is enabled by the design of a platform or shared space in which people can share ideas and communicate: this requires simple systems of codification and rules for assessing the value of a contribution. 

These communities produce and publish the ‘code’ or tools for self help which are widely distributed and mechanisms for constant feedback and review.  The basic principles can be summarised as share the goal; share the work; share the results.

The BBC recently launched two open initiatives that link services, spaces and tools to create a mass and participatory approach. First, it has enlisted thousands of children as collaborative meteorologists, gathering weather information and combining it via a website. This peer-to-peer weather information system will complement the Met Office’s official data. Second, its Neighbourhood Gardener scheme aims to create thousands of local user experts that people can call on for help and advice. The scheme is being orchestrated around the BBC’s well known gardening programmes and aims to create local, peer-to-peer communities of learning and support. 

In a complex world, a process of complex collaboration is necessary to innovate and problem solve effectively.  The ability to freely use and refine previous creations increases the possibilities for future creativity.  Lawrence Lessig calls this ‘innovation commons’ and cites its existence as one of the major reasons why the Internet as a whole developed so rapidly and innovatively.  Most importantly, the Open movement has proved that these principles are a sound basis for the development of high end products and services which can out compete those developed in more traditional commodity oriented organisations and structures.

Applications to Public Policy

The Open approach and principles appear to have increasing relevance for issues central to public policy, in particular those which are not amenable to top down models or solutions. 

Traditional models of public service delivery will undoubtedly remain successful in some areas, for example health problems such as hip replacements which need a mass curative approach or standardised elements of education which develop basic literacy skills. Professionals will continue to play a critical role. 

However these systems threaten to become inflexible, high cost and impersonal. 

A wide range of prominent issues need broader social creativity if effective, affordable solutions are to be found.  Environmental issues, public health issues such as smoking and obesity and issues of crime and disorder cannot easily be addressed within traditional service silos or by traditional service approaches. Increasingly policy responses must be about encouraging new norms of behaviour within society, developing new commonly shared approaches and language with those who will use and benefit from the services. 

Many of the public goods we most value – safer streets, better health and environment – will only emerge through collaborative self-help, rather than through efficient delivery of a professional service. Mass, collaborative self-management is what is required.

Open source approaches offer thee main benefits: Firstly, they are highly adaptive offering the potential for continual service improvements in real time.   Secondly they have the proven ability to mobilise large numbers of people and continually draw in new knowledge.  Thirdly they are de-centralised but coherent: the success of existing applications relies on the model’s ability to maintain standards and clear regulations.

Applying the model to questions of health and well being

Applying the model in the health would entail re-conceiving the service and the roles played by professionals, para-professionals and users in their creation. 

We are interested in exploring a range of issues which appear to most easily lend themselves to this approach and which are widely pertinent.  

Examples of such issues include smoking and obesity, but also the self-management of chronic conditions such as diabetes and alzheimers.

Current responses to these issues range from medical treatment to public health communication.  They rarely include approaches based for example on mass peer to peer self help or explore approaches which could be self organised and managed by the community.  Our intention therefore is to develop a series of concrete proposals to pilot an open approach.

The open model has huge potential for creating low cost, innovative and personalised services. But it also faces huge challenges which our research would address, including: the role of users (now also defined as creators and producers); the role of professionals (as advocates and advisers); and the role of institutions in systems which rely on distributed processes as opposed to a connection between the user and the institution.  Other issues with which the project would engage would include those of finance (open services would design out the need for expensive curative solutions to the extent possible and be based upon principles of financial flexibility and lower cost) and those of regulation and standards.

The open model will cut across social and technical relations and also across traditional boundaries such as health, housing and employment.  The project will necessarily involve working with a range of organisations in different sectors and with potential user/producers, professionals and front line workers.
  In the initial stages a design process will provide the practical framework for engaging with the issues identified and a broad range of stakeholders.

The Role of Design

Design is a process that makes connections.  The design process has the proven ability to unlock solutions, forge connections between people and organisations and address change.  Designers can visualise and make tangible new ideas and solutions thus facilitating further dialogue, encouraging innovation whilst reducing risk and making it practically possible to take the first small steps to bring radical innovation to life.  

In the words of John Thackara; ‘In an economic world dealing in knowledge, the secret of success is the re-combination of different types of expertise in a productive manner.  This new kind of design sets out to increase the flow of information within and between people, organisations and communities.  A new way to think about design is as a process… that stimulates continuous innovation among groups of people within continuously changing contexts’.
  Design thinking and the design process will underpin our practical approach to the challenge of Open Welfare.

Hilary Cottam and Charles Leadbeater May 2004

� See for example Lawrence Lessig 2001 cited in Stalder and Hirsch, Open Source Intelligence (2002), First Monday





� The project is also likely to include a strong role for new technology but this is not to imply that health issues can be reduced to information but rather that a change in the ‘relations of information’ may be a key route to the inclusion and connection to those who are not served by the current system or approaches.


What are the issues raised?





� Taken from the Introduction of John Thackara’s recent book currently with MIT publishers
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