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Current political and societal trends highlight 
a striking dissatisfaction with the political 
and economic status quo. The many differ-
ent and thoroughly researched explanations 
about why citizens are fed up with “the sys-
tem” range from sociological to economic 
ones. However, none sufficiently addresses the 
all-pervasive nature of these “anti-systemic” 
sentiments. These span policy areas, ideolo-
gies, political parties, and borders—and their 
very pervasiveness seems to point to a deeper 
unifying root cause. 

This paper maintains that our political system 
is failing not because of any single policy mal-
function, political class, or political philoso-
phy, but because the processes that regulate it 
are no longer fit for purpose. The infrastruc-
ture of political decision making is unable to 
keep up with the needs of its constituents in 
today’s rapidly evolving society—edging us 
toward a complex1 and sophisticated2 system 
failure. 

A complex and sophisticated system failure 
can occur when a system composed of sub-
systems (economic, political, societal, tech-
nological, etc.) undergoes what seems to be a 
set of seemingly separate, complex challenges. 
The system appears to function, and no single 
challenge or challenged subsystem poses an 
existential threat, yet their compound effect is 
the erosion of its central infrastructure—driv-
ing toward system failure caused by the inade-
quacy of the democratic infrastructure. 

If we accept that current widespread political 
dissatisfaction is indeed the result of systemic 
failure, rather than a specific policy challenge, 
then addressing the weaknesses that contrib-

ute to the existential dysfunctionalities of our 
political system requires we look at the ‘how’ 
of politics rather than the ‘what.’ How decision 
making and political processes function can 
be studied through the lens of process design. 
The discipline of looking at how a process is 
designed offers a chance to change the way 
the frailties of the political system are under-
stood by avoiding the temptation to focus on 
the outcomes of individual policies and thus 
miss the bigger picture, and it helps to under-
stand and ultimately strengthen political deci-
sion making today. It promotes more adaptive 
and effective policymaking by improving how 
decisions are made rather than focusing on 
any single policy decision or political actor.

Observing the current political landscape 
from a systemic angle raises the question of 
how a system can fail in the first place. From 
a design perspective, the political system 
has been weakened by its inability to adapt 
to a new political reality, resulting in a gross 
mismatch between policymaking tools and 
approaches and the changing demands and 
realities created by today’s political and soci-
etal challenges. These challenges include the 
increasing unpredictability of the outcomes 
generated by policy interventions in complex 
contexts, the increasing variety and diversity 
of stakeholders that are active parts of the 
political system, and the transformative and 
crosscutting challenges represented by the 
technological and communication revolution 
and the impact these have had on the political 
tissue of societies. The overlap of these macro 
challenges, their unprecedented scale, and 
their nature has rendered political infrastruc-
ture outdated. 

Borrowing from process design and the 
related disciplines from which it draws its 
insights—such as behavioral science, psychol-
ogy, neuroscience, or the study of trust as well 
as that of heuristics and cognitive bias—it is 
possible to identify four key process flaws that 
contribute to the weakening of today’s politi-
cal system. They are:

→ Jumping to conclusions without proper di-
agnosis of a policy problem,

→ Assuming the rationality of policymakers
and citizens,

→ Failing to think outside the box, leading to
severe policy blind spots, and

→ Stifling adaptive and innovative policymak-
ing due to hyper-rigidity.

The thesis of this paper is that good process 
design can assist in mitigating these weak-
nesses through three positive levers: 

→ Building a deeper understanding of the pol-
icy challenge for improved and innovative
policy solutions;

→ Supporting greater ownership of policy
solutions for stronger political consen-
sus, more effective implementation, and a
broader mandate for experimentation; and

→ Increasing transparency and trust building
to improve confidence in institutions and
create the preconditions for more flexible,
less risk-averse policymaking.

I. FRAMING THE CHALLENGE

Through these levers, political processes and 
spaces can be designed that encourage:

→ More explorative policymaking that is
instrumental in the face of complex and
unprecedented challenges;

→ More inclusive deliberation to engage a
greater diversity of stakeholders; and

→ More active listening and constructive
exchanges between stakeholders that hold
different political positions, which is essen-
tial to striking political compromises and
creative problem-solving.3 

Together these improvements can strength-
en the overall ability of the political system 
to remain adaptive and fit for purpose in a 
fast-changing society defined by “wicked prob-
lems,” that is, problems with many interde-
pendent factors making them seem impossible 
to solve. Because the factors are often incom-
plete, in flux, and difficult to define, solving 
wicked problems requires a deep understand-
ing of the stakeholders involved.” 4

While process design is not a silver bullet, it 
can—particularly in the context of rigid pro-
tocols common in policymaking—help ensure 
that political infrastructure is upgraded to 
make the best use of the processes and re-
sources in place in order to bolster effective 
and efficient decision making.
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→ Widespread dissatisfaction with “the
system” is pointing to a sophisticated and
complex system failure, where seemingly
separate challenges acting in concert
are threatening the very resilience of our
democratic infrastructure.

→ Accepting that political trust is plummeting,
that citizens do not believe that the system
in its current state is able to deliver, and
that they do not “trust the process” means
we should look for answers and solutions
through a “systemic” lens.

PIT STOP: Citizen perceptions of the 
state of the system

According to a 2017 study, an absolute ma-
jority of the population in Greece, Germany, 
Sweden, the Netherlands, France, and Italy 
say that their government never or rarely 
works in their interest.13

Many voters distrust the integrity of the 
economic and political system. For example, 
half of Europeans believe that the only way 
to succeed in business in their country is 
through political connections.14 

Citizens, on average, perceive the world to 
be poorer, less healthy, and more dangerous 
than it actually is.15 

These trends have given rise to unexpected 
political behavior, such as the emergence 
of new challengers—dubbed anti-systemic 
parties—to the political and economic status 
quo. At their worst, they have resulted in new 
forms of overt and covert violence, from the 
weaponization of the media and external actor 
interference in democratic processes to out-
right civil disobedience. 

In one way or another, widespread dissatisfac-
tion with how “the system” functions—whether 
expressed in the polls or on the streets—indi-
cates the first signs of a broader system failure.

In this context, system failure should be un-
derstood as both complex and sophisticated. 
Complex in that it refers to a system composed 
of a number of interdependent subsystems 
(economic, political, societal, technological, 
etc.) undergoing a set of seemingly separate, 
complex challenges.16 The interdependence of 
these challenges threatens the very resilience 
of the system and its components. Sophisti-
cated, as on the surface the system appears 
to function,17 and no single challenge or chal-
lenged subsystem poses an existential threat, 
yet their compound effect is the erosion of its 
central infrastructure—causing it to fail.

BUT WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE 
TALK ABOUT “THE SYSTEM”? 

One could argue that there is no such thing as 
“the system,” which has several different inter-
pretations. It may refer to social, economic, or 
political systems; international, European, or 
national systems; or local governance, which 
can also be considered a system in its own 

right. Yet all these systems are intimately in-
terlinked, which explains why voters perceive 
but one system in which citizens are allowed, 
indeed tasked, to express their judgment—by 
casting a single vote. Every four to five years, 
one single vote expresses a citizen’s level of 
satisfaction with the societal, economic, and 
political status quo—whatever that may be.

PIT STOP: Defining “the system” 

It is telling to consult Merriam-Webster’s 
definition of the word system and find 
among its entries the following statement: 

“an organized society or social situation re-
garded as stultifying or oppressive—usually 
used with the”18

Why does it matter? Why does a theoretical 
debate on where one system ends and the 
other begins have any implications in the real 
world?

It matters because a misdiagnosed problem 
will be mistreated, with potentially disastrous 
results. So, what would change if we were to 
look at political events today through a sys-
temic lens? Rather than focusing on individual 
elements of the problem, we would recognize 
these as symptoms of a broader systemic chal-
lenge and look for more comprehensive solu-
tions. Instead of repairing broken windows, 
we‘d turn our gaze to the foundation of the 
house. If we accept the systemic premise, then 
we have a duty to understand what it means 
for an entire system to fail and how it could 
have happened. 

II. MORE THAN JUST A SERIES OF RED FLAGS:
It’s time to recognize political dissatisfaction as
an early indicator of system failure

Whether we pin the current state of democracy 
on elected autocrats (a classic democratic 
backsliding narrative),5 the failure of 
capitalism,6 or a deep social crisis driven 
by record levels of social isolation7 and 
loneliness8 —there are a number of red flags 
concerning the state of societies and the 
erosion of democratic functioning.

For more than a decade, political analysts 
have tried to make sense of some dishearten-
ing trends, including record levels of political 
polarization, as exemplified by the current 
political situation in the United States where 
polarization is at its highest in decades;9 the 
erosion of social cohesion;10 increasing dis-
trust in governments;11 and public disillusion-
ment in the democratic system.12

“Dissatisfaction with how
“the system” functions—
whether expressed in the 
polls or on the streets—
indicates the first signs of 
a broader system failure.”
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→ Competing theories shed light on
individual elements of the crisis while
pointing in the direction of a unifying
cause.

→ The crosscutting theory, whereby a crisis
of trust is to blame for current discontent,
offers a particularly compelling narrative. The
pervasive and systemic implications of rising
distrust offer useful insights into the source
and nature of our systemic weaknesses and
how to begin solving them.

DEEP DIVE: EXPLORING COMPETING IN-
TERPRETATIONS OF WHO OR WHAT IS TO 
BLAME FOR SYSTEMIC DYSFUNCTION 

What follows is a select overview of evidence 
and theories regarding what may be the 
principal driver(s) of today’s political discon-
tent, or political discontent in general. Highly 
reputed scholars—experts and practitioners 
across economics, psychology, sociology, and 
history—each offer their own interpretation. 

Untenable Economic Tensions Theory 
The untenable tensions theory is largely economic 
in nature. As summarized by economist Thomas 
Piketty, the unprecedented trajectory of social 
inequality is making issues of redistribution 
politically unavoidable and the current system 
untenable.19 

The Consequences of the Digital and  
Communication Revolution 
Recent sociology research supports Piketty’s 
interpretation and elaborates further. It finds 
that inequality, together with the increased 
visibility of the lives of others due to the digital 
and communication revolution, is giving rise to 
emotional distress in society,20 including a shift in 
voting patterns and a growing sense of unfairness.

Accountability, Transparency… and Mistrust 
On a similar, yet perhaps more positive note, 
Ivan Krastev links societal progress in terms of 
transparency and connectedness to the underlying 
root cause of dissatisfaction. In a nutshell, “What 
went wrong is also what went right,” claims 
Krastev in his “In Mistrust We Trust.” The progress 
societies and democracies have made in terms of 

accountability, transparency, and engagement with 
citizens in order to increase trust in government 
may have bred the contrary—a system built on 
the management of mistrust through increased 
openness and transparency, which creates ever 
higher demands for accountability. The political 
system simply cannot keep up.21

Globalized Clash of Civilizations  
and Moral Tribes
Psychology scholars argue that the violent 
confrontation of diverging philosophies in a 
globalized society is giving rise to deep rifts within 
communities. Joshua Greene describes these as 

“moral tribes,” which prevent the emergence of 
political compromise based on highly ideological 
positions.22 This interpretation is supported by 
Jonathan Haidt, who highlights the emotional 
rather than the rational choice of political 
preferences—“People bind themselves into 
political teams that share moral narratives. Once 
they accept a particular narrative, they become 
blind to alternative moral worlds.”23 Once this 
logic is activated, you have a world divided into 
irreconcilable tribes.

Voids of Authority and the Return of Tradition
Some scholars would describe the current political 
landscape as a clear crisis of political authority. 
They explain that when political authority is 
questioned, citizens may turn to pre-political 
authority instead: “The common quest for gaining 
meaning by forging pre-political solidarity can 
often express itself in affirming traditional family 
and community life and religion and solidarity.”24 

Social Isolation Breeds Mistrust,  
Aggressiveness, and Fear of the Other 
More than 9% of adults in Japan, 22% in the 
United States, and 23% in the United Kingdom 
always or often feel lonely, or else feel left out 
or isolated,25 due in part to smartphones and 
social media. The political moment we are in is 
one that often refers to the ones that are “left 
behind.” Hence it is no surprise that economists 
such as Noreena Hertz26 have looked into the 
causal connection between social isolation and 
political behavior, supported in their thinking by 
Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism 
and Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone. As loneliness 
increases, feelings of abandonment and the sense 
that the world is untrustworthy breed feelings of 
marginalization, producing a potentially aggressive 
backlash against groups with which one does not 
identify.27 

The Loss of Control in a World with  
Too Many Variables 
One notable theory by Ulrich Beck discusses the 
loss of perceived control in a world with too many 
variables. The scale of modernization leads to a 
society in transition, unleashing unintended side 
effects, growing societal uncertainties, increasing 
the perception of risk, and triggering feelings of 
loss of control.28 Other political theorists echo 
this understanding, underscoring, as Habermas 
does, that this tension is most evident at the 
transnational level.29 This leaves citizens and 
politicians worried about who is actually deciding 
what, and whether they have any influence over 
their own futures, hence making the delicate and 
ephemeral realm of international cooperation a 
prime victim.

III. THE ELUSIVE HUNT FOR A ROOT CAUSE:
Does the multiplicity of competing explanations
point to one underlying cause?

For a failure to be systemic, there needs to 
be either a common cause that affects the 
system as a whole or a set of interdependent 
drivers with the same systemwide impact. A 
systemic failure cannot be an isolated failure 
which, rather than pervading the system, can 
be circumscribed and addressed in a targeted 
manner. 

One reason to suspect that today’s political 
and societal problems are symptoms of a 
systemic failure is the existence of competing 
explanations for the current state of discon-
tent. On the one hand, these interpretations 
provide valuable insights into particular 
aspects of societal problems witnessed today. 
On the other, the competing validity of these 
explanations may well hint at the existence of 
a broader underlying and unifying problem.
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Illusion of the Liberal Consensus 
The crisis of political authority may be due to the 
complex set of policy and political challenges that 
political leaders of the last decades have been 
ill-equipped to answer. Or, as suggested by Frank 
Furedi, it could be from the imposition of a set of 
values over a non-consenting majority. The liberal 
elites, Furedi observes, are guilty of having waged 
a “cultural war” against the average citizen on the 
basis of assumed shared values.30 What we are 
observing today is a continuation of the cultural 
war the elites themselves started.

A Crisis of Trust
An essential component of social cohesion, 
societies have depended on trust for hundreds 
of years—“the fact that millions of people are 
able to believe the same things about reality is 
a remarkable achievement, but one that is more 
fragile than is often recognized.”31 As observed by 
political and sociological theorist William Davies, 
whilst recognizing the “current crisis has too many 
causes to enumerate…and it is impossible to 
apportion blame for a collective collapse of trust…
what is emerging now is what the social theorist 
Michel Foucault would have called a new ‘regime 
of truth’—a different way of organizing knowledge 
and trust in society”32—what some today would 
call a post-truth society. Davies argues that today 
the very nature of trust is changing in ways that 
are irreversible and can no longer sustain or justify 
a structure where politics and policymaking are 
the exclusive realm of elites and intellectuals.

“ The erosion of trust 
could be a catalyst for other 
tensions, with the potential 
to inflame dormant or minor 
cleavages and turn them into 
full-blown conflicts.”

One theory that stands out among the com-
pelling interpretations of today’s systematic 
dysfunction is the theory regarding the crisis 
of trust. It offers a particularly interesting and 
convincing lens through which to view the 
weaknesses of our current system because of 
the crosscutting nature and pervasive conse-
quences of a society that no longer knows how 
to trust. In contrast to other theories which 
highlight particularly troublesome compo-
nents or trends within the system, the erosion 
of trust could be a catalyst for other tensions, 
with the potential to inflame dormant or mi-
nor cleavages and turn them into full-blown 
conflicts. When we understand trust as a be-
lief in the reliability, truthfulness, and capa-
bility of someone or something, other theories 
of political system dysfunction can also be 
understood in connection to the erosion of 
trust, for example:

→ Excess inequality;
→ Less trust in the ability of the economic

system to deliver;
→ Untenable demands for transparency;
→ Decline in trust in all that we do not have

full access to and control over;
→ Crumbling of traditional sources of authority;
→ Loss of a figure in which to place our trust.

WHAT ARE DISINTEGRATING TRUST LEVELS 
TELLING US?

The essential role of trust in keeping societies 
and political systems viable simply cannot be 
overstated. 

It is often brushed aside as a direct conse-
quence of the incompetence or corruption of a 
political class. Yet this is a gross oversimplifi-
cation of far more subtle phenomena.

First, the current crisis of trust does not exclu-
sively concern the realm of politics. Research 
has shown that social trust and political trust 
correlate one for one,33 which means the 
trust we place in our neighbors increases and 

decreases in line with the trust we place in 
institutions or politicians. This hints at the 
fact, ignored by many political analysts, that 
the current crisis of trust may have less to do 
with corrupt or incompetent politicians or 
a particular policy, and more to do with the 
more comprehensive and and complex drivers 
of social trust. Keele claims social capital, or 
trust, is the greatest driver of the decline in 
trust in institutions.34

Even when other indicators of good gover-
nance seem to be improving, they are not 
necessarily reflective of trust toward political 
institutions. The crisis of trust seems perva-
sive, almost omnipresent, spanning countries 
and blind to political ideology. 

The decline of trust when analyzing today’s 
society may be the underlying root cause for 
today’s ailments. Even though it cannot ex-
plain all the current misgivings, its pervasive-
ness is a nudge toward a systemic rather than 
particularistic lens. Its multifaceted nature 
encourages us to look beyond the scapegoating 
of a political class or policy to seek more com-
prehensive answers. 

An elusive yet cross-cutting indicator, trust—or 
the lack thereof—is society’s way of signaling 
that something is profoundly wrong.
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→ In their search for answers, policy thinkers
and analysts tend to look for problems and
solutions in the realm of their own expertise,
yet fail to see the forest for the trees.

→ Addressing a systemic challenge through
particularistic policy fixes distracts our
attention from the actual problem and
could easily do more damage than good.

→ Beyond individual policies, the issue
with politics today is that the processes
regulating decision making—the how of
political decision making—is emerging as
no longer fit for purpose.

“ As a society of highly
specialized experts, we are 
simply not wired to see the 
system as a whole. Rather, we 
scrutinize its parts.”
As a society of highly specialized experts, 
we are simply not wired to see the system 
as a whole. Rather, we scrutinize its parts. 
The tendency of political analysis to over-
rely on the critical scrutiny of individual 
policies and the political voices championing 
them has created a dangerous blind spot 
for our democratic system. As exemplified 
by the panoply of expertly-researched 
interpretations for the current state of 
dissatisfaction with the status quo, the 
field overanalyzes and overestimates the 
importance of individual output and input 
failures. Failures of individual policies or 
individual political classes are taken seriously, 
both what is fed into the system and what 
comes out of it is carefully scrutinized, but we 
do not stop to question comprehensively the 
fundamental design of the system and what 
happens in the middle—the ‘how’ of politics 
and political processes. 

DEEP DIVE: AN EXERCISE ON HOW TO SEE 
THE FOREST THROUGH THE TREES, A.K.A. 
DRAWING AN ISHIKAWA FISH DIAGRAM

The Ishikawa diagram is a management tool that 
identifies cause and effect relationships within 
an underlying problem and how multiple causes 
can lead to the same outcome. Most importantly, 
it helps prioritize causes, so that underlying root 
causes can be addressed first. 

This method helps to identify underlying trends, if 
not common causes, and highlight the existence of 
patterns. 

IV. OVERLOOKING THE HOW:
How overeager policy expertise obscures the
systemic weaknesses of our political processes,
and why it matters

In the graph below, we can see some trends 
emerge along the themes of fear & uncertainty 
resulting in distrust and a sense of loss of control. 
Highlighting such trends can help produce 
solutions that broadly address these trends. For 
example, reform of the organization of political life 
to take into account feelings of uncertainty and 
distrust, on a large scale could have a broader 
system impact compared to specific policy fixes 
that address one particular cause, which will have 
limited to no impact on the system as a whole.

There is a reason why we do not dig deeper for 
answers. Society relies on highly specialized 
expertise and values experts who claim to 
have the answers to a problem instead of ask-
ing uncomfortable questions. 

In their search for answers, policy thinkers 
and analysts tend to do what they do best: to 
look for both problems and solutions in the 
realm of their own expertise. In their individ-
ual fields, each expert contributes to providing 
enriching insights into a particular compo-
nent of a vast and complicated puzzle, and 
yet... fails to see the forest for the trees. 

“I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool you 
have is a hammer, to treat everything as if it 
were a nail.”35 This expression points precisely 
to the cognitive biases that lead to over-re-
liance on familiar tools or paradigms, even 
when they are not suited for the job. 
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Changes
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Deliver
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Tribes mentalities
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Changing consumer & voter 
realities & behaviours

Exclusionary 
Identities

Economic
Tensions People
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In the context of political decision making, 
recognizing that current political challenges 
may be systemic rather than caused by specif-
ic or isolated factors means we must explore 
how political stakeholders interact and the 
processes that regulate their interactions. 
Analyzing the decision making processes that 
stakeholders are embedded into means look-
ing at the ‘how’ of political process as a whole. 

Beyond individual policies, the issue with to-
day’s politics is that the processes that regulate 
decision making—the how of political decision 
making—is emerging as no longer fit for pur-
pose. The way political life is organized is out-
dated and ill-suited to current societal reality. 
In an ever more complex and diverse political 
environment and a fast-paced information 
society, the infrastructures of democracy are 
simply not up to date and lack the necessary 
mechanisms to respond and adapt to the needs 
and moods of today’s society. Other sectors, 
notably the private sector, have understood 
the need to adapt their business models to a 
changed consumer reality. They have begun to 
adopt adaptability as a competitive advantage 
over market positioning.36 Similar paradigm 
shifts have not occurred in the public and 
political sectors, which still understand their 
voters as though they were operating in a world 
largely unchanged over the last 30 years. 

THE PLAGUE OF WELL-INTENTIONED 
NEGLIGENCE

If the problem with today’s politics is system-
ic rather than policy-specific, addressing it 
through particularistic policy fixes distracts 
attention and diverts resources away from the 
actual problem, which could lead to further 
backlash and do more harm than good. This 
plague is called well-intentioned negligence. 

Even if policy interventions could alleviate 
the symptoms of a sophisticated and complex 
democratic system failure and play an import-
ant role in ensuring social cohesion during 

tense times, they will still fail to address the 
underlying causes of dissatisfaction. 

Worse still, they may contribute to killing a 
patient that is already in critical condition. 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb argues strongly against 
what he calls “naive interventionism” due to 
the often conveniently discarded phenomenon 
of iatrogenics, or “harmful unintended side ef-
fects.”37 This notion, initially used in medicine, 
translates very well to social sciences and 
politics in that the risk of iatrogenics is great-
er,s, the greater the uncertainty of the context 
we operate in.. Social sciences are, notably, far 
from a precise science. 

Moreover, there are grounds on which to ques-
tion the ethics of such forms of naive interven-
tionism. Anand Giridharadas38 offers a sharp 
critique of why promoting policies that address 
the superficial symptoms of grave structural 
imbalances is actually producing worse results 
than by not intervening at all. He argues that 
dampening ever-so-slightly the acuteness of 
a given problem, say poverty, contributes to 
pacifying a system that is flawed by design. 
This leads to inaction and complacency when 
in fact, substantive change is needed to address 
those imbalances. As one example, inequality 
will continue to produce negative externalities 
until it is addressed. To simplify the concept, it 
would be like covering an infected wound with 
a band-aid and hope it will heal. 

It is therefore of primary importance that 
we properly diagnose the dysfunctionalities 
of our system, particularly if we are edging 
toward system failure. 

Early identification of system failure is essen-
tial for timely intervention. If today’s crisis is 
a systemic one with many manifestations and 
catalysts fueling discontent, it is vitally im-
portant to dig deeper to identify and address 
its common root causes. This is the first step 
to solving a problem that requires us to inter-
vene in the general infrastructure or organiza-
tion of the system as a whole. 

→ The current policymaking system is no
longer appropriate for the challenges
of today’s society, as predicting the
outcomes of policy interventions becomes
increasingly complex and unleashes
unintended consequences.

→ Four process flaws that contribute to
the system’s weakness are: jumping to
conclusions without proper diagnosis
of a policy problem, assuming the
rationality of policymakers and citizens,
failing to think outside the box, and
stifling adaptive and innovative
policymaking due to hyper-rigidity.

There are many ways in which the organi-
zation of the structures and processes that 
regulate political life can fail to address this 
complexity. Does it provide for the appropri-
ate stakeholder interaction, thereby avoiding 
risky blind spots in the understanding of 
policy challenges? Does it facilitate the co-cre-
ation and widespread ownership of solutions? 
Does it allow for the appropriate diagnosis of a 
problem before jumping to the solution? Does 
it allow for out-of-the-box thinking? Does it 
provide policymakers with the necessary tools 
to experiment and fail safely? Does it inspire 
trust in citizens?

DEEP DIVE: SYSTEM FAILURE 
IN POLICYMAKING 

Jake Chapman refers to system failure in the 
context of policymaking as:

“The result of an outdated model of public policy 
making, based on the reduction of complex 
problems into separate, rationally manageable 
components, which is no longer appropriate to the 
challenges faced by governments and the changes 
to the wider environment in which they operate.”40

Chapman enumerates a list of elements that 
contribute to system failure: 

→ Growing complexity due to an increasing
number of actors;

→ Changes in technology and the resulting impact
on communications and interactions;

→ The blurring of boundaries between domestic
and international policy.

V. HOW SYSTEMS FAIL:
Four tell-tale process flaws undermining our
political system

Today, there is widespread agreement that 
many traditional policymaking models are 
ill-fitting to modern, hyper-connected societ-
ies. Angela Wilkinson puts this down to the 
rigidities of the current institutional setup. 

“Today, the world is radically more interlinked, 
fast-moving and information-rich. But our gov-
ernments aren’t.”39 

We are operating in increasingly complex sys-
tems. This recognition is more than just a plat-
itude used by analysts to mask the fact that it 
is increasingly difficult to make any sensible 
predictions in the world of politics (recall the 
fallibility of polls in predicting events of enor-
mous political relevance, such as the Trump 
election or the Brexit vote). The recognition of 
complexity is essential to understanding re-
ality and its risks, and requires policymaking 
infrastructures to evolve. 



16 17

The compound effect of the above elements of 
complexity, he argues, lead to: 

Outcome prediction of any policy intervention 
becoming infinitely more complex, unleashing 
unintended consequences, stifling the confidence 
of leadership, [and] ultimately leading to long-term 
failure to deliver on electoral promises.41

From a process design perspective, the political 
system today suffers from four key process flaws.

1) Jumping to conclusions without proper di-
agnosis of a policy problem

The complexity and uncertainty that define to-
day’s policy problems make the issue of policy 
framing—the way we understand and describe 
problems—all the more important. In a po-
litical reality in which there are no straight-
forward answers, policymaking needs to be 
explorative. Problem solving without pausing 
to reflect on how a problem is framed is likely 
to produce solutions based on a distorted, top-
down analysis of the problem.

2) Assuming the rationality of policymakers
and citizens

Failure to embrace explorative policymak-
ing is due in part to the failure to recognize 
the subjectivity and emotional elements of 
policymaking. Our current policymaking 
system is almost entirely built on the ra-
tionality fallacy. Cognitive scientists and 
political psychologists have extensively 
researched behavioral theory and the notion 
of bounded rationality. We have in-depth 
descriptions of the human mind’s limits on 
the gathering and processing of information. 
These discoveries suggest that the stubborn 
pursuit of purely “evidence-based policy-
making” may be a misleading ideal.42 In-
deed, understanding the way that our mind 
perceives and processes political questions 
should inform how policies and political 
strategies are designed.43

3) Failing to think outside the box, leading to
severe policy blind spots

Nik Gowing and Chris Langdon argue that the 
rate of change of societies is overtaking human-
ity’s capacity to keep up.44 The problem is partly 
rooted in the limits of the human mind: our 
inability to process the scale of unpredictability. 
Yet there is one aggravating factor that we do have 
some control over—the conformist leadership 
structures, which tend to obscure and neglect un-
palatable scenarios from receiving the necessary 
attention from leaders. In a nutshell, “leaders are 
struggling” today more than ever, across both 
sectors and borders. The unprecedented level of 
anxiety and uncertainty facing leaders contrib-
utes to increasingly risk-averse leadership and the 
inability to think or act beyond business as usual.

4) Stifling adaptive and innovative policymak-
ing due to hyper-rigidity

Trying to solve new problems with old tools, that 
is to say, the dire lack of innovation in the field of 
politics, is undermining the adaptiveness and re-
silience of the political system. Where resilience 
is understood, as suggested by International 
IDEA,45 as the ability to cope with crisis by being 
flexible, recovering from a shock, adapting, and 
innovating—it is clear that current political sys-
tems are severely lacking when it comes to their 
ability to innovate and adapt. 

PIT STOP: Defining democratic resilience

International IDEA describes democratic 
resilience as the property of a social system 
to cope, survive and recover from complex 
challenges and crises. The characteristics of 
a resilient social system include flexibility, 
recovery, adaptation and innovation.46

Flexibility Recovery Adaption Innovation

“Whilst other sectors
have evolved to adapt 
to a new context, there 
is an overwhelming 
lack of R&D investment 
in the political sector 
and therefore a lack 
of innovation in 
the way politics are 
conducted—a stagnation 
that is threatening 
the resilience of the 
democratic system.”

The difficulty in maintaining processes that are 
fit for purpose and up to speed with the times 
is not unique to politics. During the last couple 
of years, “virtually every industry has been 
experiencing rapid, massive, and, at times, dev-
astating change. Just look at what Airbnb has 
done to the hospitality industry.”47 But whilst 
other sectors have evolved to adapt to a new 
context, there is an overwhelming lack of R&D 
investment in the political sector and there-
fore a lack of innovation in the way politics are 
conducted—a stagnation that is threatening the 
resilience of the democratic system. 

The political sector must recognize the need for 
innovation and invest appropriately in re-imag-
ining its core functions. Indeed, some scholars 
would argue that the state is being hollowed out, 
with more and more services being provided by 
third parties and de facto reducing the capac-
ity of governments to influence their societies 
directly. Where we do not see a shrinking state, 
we may instead observe a stagnating state with 
fewer resources devoted to social affairs and 
more spent on incentivizing and investing in the 
productivity of the economic system.48 De facto, 
little thought and few resources seem dedicated 
to innovating how the government and state 
function, the processes that govern how poli-
cymakers interact with society, and the way in 
which decision making is managed. 
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→ A well-designed policy process can 
dramatically improve policy outcomes and 
address distrust in political institutions 
through effective stakeholder engagement.

→ Effective stakeholder engagement delivers 
greater ownership and stronger political 
consensus, a deeper understanding of 
policy challenges, more effective policy 
solutions, and increased transparency and 
trust-building.

→ During times of high polarization, 
advocating for a redesign of political 
process could be a policy challenge 
around which different political forces 
could rally.

VI. WHY PROCESS MATTERS: 
The untapped potential of upgrading  
political processes

Philosopher John Dewey describes democracy 
as a framework for coping with the inevitable 
problems of modern society. This framework 
is not a blueprint for society but a methodol-
ogy through which to respond to both oppor-
tunities and dangers. It follows that keeping 
this framework or methodology updated is, as 
political scientist John Ikenberry advocates, 
essential to the resilience of our political sys-
tem. The survival of democracy requires re-
silient systems and institutions, which, when 
confronted with change, even drastic change, 
will adapt rather than collapse. 49

“Good process design can 
help navigate complexity 
and manage political risk, 
dramatically impacting the 
achievement of good policy 
outcomes.”
To be capable of adapting to change, demo-
cratic and political systems require adaptive 
processes. It is well known that a key indicator 
of good governance is good process. Yet, this 
fact is often overlooked.50

Indeed, the Institute for Government criticizes 
attempts to improve policymaking that are 
based on the idea that “success lies in finding 
the ‘correct’ solution and then making sure it 
is implemented perfectly.”51 Rather, it under-
scores that how a policy is put into practice is 
just as significant as what the policy is.

Effective policymaking is a complex pro-
cess, a balancing act that requires evaluating 
different policy options by drawing both on 
evidence and the views of stakeholders who 
will naturally evaluate these options against 
their own values, perceptions, and interests.52 
It is thus a highly complex context in which 
politicians are frequently called upon to take 
contentious decisions in politically flammable 
environments.

Good process design can help navigate com-
plexity and manage political risk, dramat-
ically impacting the achievement of good 
policy outcomes. It can accelerate the process 
of finding workable solutions while mitigat-

ing the risk of expensive policy mistakes.53 It 
does so by designing processes that explicitly 
recognize and try to work around well-known 
policy thinking and policymaking pitfalls. A 
good process can spark innovative conversa-
tions in the stalest of policy environments. It 
can mitigate the risk of groupthink (which 
is an especially relevant risk when the de-
cision making elite is homogeneous). It can 
help guide policy conversations in a way that 
considers the emotional elements of decision 
making. It can create the conditions for more 
diagnostic and experimental policymaking 
or create a holding environment to encourage 
the emergence of uncomfortable truths and 
blind spots. 

In a nutshell, good process helps address the 
systemic weaknesses of our political system. It 
can help navigate politically risky situations 
and provide politicians with the tools to better 
understand complex challenges. For particu-
larly contentious policies or reforms, it creates 
the engagement and exchange mechanisms 
necessary to build consensus. If applied cor-
rectly, good process has the potential to revo-
lutionize policymaking. 

Consider the potential impact of better politi-
cal processes on the crisis of trust our political 
system is experiencing. Recognizing that the 
current political setup does not inspire trust, 
process design can help us rethink the design 
of political institutions by keeping trust-build-
ing in mind as an explicit objective. If, for 
example, we understand the three main ingre-
dients needed to build trust are authenticity, 
competence, and empathy,54 good process 
design can create policymaking processes that 
are specifically tailored to highlight, strength-

en, and reflect these values. It can provide 
opportunities for policymakers to develop 
and exercise empathy through stakeholder 
engagement, arm themselves with a more 
refined and diverse set of insights, and bolster 
their competence and ability to address com-
plex problems. A policymaking process that is 
designed around transparent decision making 
can provide policymakers with the opportu-
nity to prove their authenticity and commu-
nicate their intentions to voters. Ultimately, 
improvements in the design of dialogue, delib-
eration, and decision-making processes, when 
acting in concert, can credibly help tackle 
the most urgent political challenges: citizens’ 
distrust of the system.

DEFINING POLITICAL PROCESS DESIGN 

Looking at political process design means 
looking at the design of the policymaking 
process and its auxiliary processes—from 
identifying and assessing a policy challenge, 
to stakeholder engagement and the creation 
of political consensus, to formulating a policy 
solution and proceeding with implementation. 
Political process design looks at policymaking 
infrastructure not as isolated, static parts, but 
as interconnected elements within the same 
dynamic process. 

Applying process design to politics requires be-
ing intentional and strategic when organizing 
political life. It means paying attention to how 
each part of the process is designed to achieve 
its intended outcome and understanding the 
interaction with other elements of the broader 
political decision-making process. 
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This approach calls for applying process design 
principles to the realm of policymaking. Prin-
ciples such as clarity of purpose, the alignment 
of objectives and instruments, and the coherent 
integration of a given process into other ongo-
ing processes all attempt to assess the same 
thing: is the process fit for purpose? If not, what 
does it need in order to be? 

DEEP DIVE: HOW DESIGN MEETS POLICY 
AND THE BASIC DEFINITIONS & PRINCIPLES 
FOR APPLYING PROCESS DESIGN TO POLICY 
CHALLENGES

What is policy design? 

In 1996 Herbert Simon, Nobel Prize winner in 
Economic Sciences, defined the realm of design by 
stating that “Everyone designs who devises cours-
es of action aimed at changing existing situations 
into preferred ones.”55

Guy Peters associated the work of design to that 
of policy by proposing that “Public policy can be 
considered a design science. It involves identifying 
relevant problems, selecting instruments to 
address the problem, developing institutions for 
managing the intervention, and creating means of 
assessing the design.”56 He went on to elaborate 
how policy design has become “an increasingly 
challenging task, given the emergence of 
numerous ‘wicked’ and complex problems.”57 

The Institute for Government strengthens the 
argument for linking design and policy by stressing 
how “Policy design is a fundamental yet under-
developed part of the policy process. Design 
matters. Many ideas which look good on paper 
are not feasible to implement—and it is often too 
late to change course when the legislation is on 
the statute book and political capital has been 
expended. Those failures can come from multiple 
causes, but one recurrent theme is the failure to 
understand the likely behaviours of those whose 

actions the policy is designed to affect.”58

Basic design principles that should also be applied 
to the field of policy include:59

Design against an understanding of the 
purpose, demand, and current capabilities of 
the organization or system to deliver.
Design ‘outside in’ (customer focused), ‘not 
inside out’ (internally focused)—better still 
design in co-creation with users.
Always design within the context of the broader 
system, not in isolation.
Prototype the design to test hypotheses and 
the impact of policies against their real-world 
application.
Design and deliver policies collaboratively, 
leveraging maximum benefit from internal and 
external stakeholders throughout the process.

What does political process design look like 
at different levels of governance?60 

The rise and scale of design cuts across four levels 
of government:

→ At the local government level, design work
focuses on interactions with citizens and draws
on methodologies in service design. Examples
include cities and municipalities which deploy
designers to generate user insights and help
local officials redesign services and offerings.

→ At the regional level, design has been used
to stimulate new thinking and approaches
to economic and regional development, for
instance by strengthening the creative sector.

→ State level design spans from service design
to comprehensive national digital design
programs to design methods embedded
directly in the policy making processes.

→ At the international level, institutions from the
EU to the UN have embraced design as a
way to address complex policy issues and (for
instance in the case of the UNDP) empower
local efforts at the country level by creating and
distributing innovation resources.

“One of the key value-adds
of good process design is its 
ability to ensure the effective 
engagement of different 
stakeholders in the political 
decision-making process.”
This approach advocates for evaluating the ef-
fectiveness of deliberation and decision-mak-
ing processes and the adaptation of the com-
ponents of these processes from the macro 
level (how decision making is conceptualized 
and organized) down to the micro level (how 
stakeholder exchanges are designed and im-
plemented). A panoply of tools allows for the 
application of process design at any interven-
tion level, with the ability to scale interven-
tions up or down according to need. Indeed, 
the application of process design to politics 
can span the design of citizen services and 
interfaces to the design of entire policymaking 
processes. 

One of the key value-adds of good process 
design is its ability to ensure the effective 
engagement of different stakeholders in the 
political decision-making process. In doing so, 
it holds the potential to deliver: 

1) Greater ownership of policy solutions for
stronger political consensus, more effective
implementation, and a broader mandate for
experimentation

Stakeholder buy-in, a key policymaking 
challenge particularly when it comes to con-
tentious policies, is important for successful 
policy implementation. With greater owner-
ship, stakeholders are more likely to grant 
policymakers a mandate for experimentation, 
a necessary approach to tackle ‘wicked poli-
cy challenges’ that lack clear-cut solutions. A 
broader set of stakeholders taking ownership 
of a policy makes the policy more resistant to 
personalization, which ties the success of a 
policy to the popularity of a specific politician, 
often with negative outcomes. 

2) Deeper understanding of the policy chal-
lenge for improved and innovative policy
solutions

Effective stakeholder engagement allows for 
better policy formulation and implementation 
as it builds on the unique inputs of affected 
stakeholders. Inclusive political dialogue can 
ensure that policies address the right issues 
and find solutions that can be realistically 
implemented. The inclusion of diverse per-
spectives helps avoid groupthink and creates 
opportunities for the development of policy-
makers’ empathy and emotional intelligence, 
in turn bolstering their ability and compe-
tence to deal with contentious and emotional 
policy questions. 

3) Increasing transparency and active
trust-building to improve confidence in
institutions and create the conditions for
more flexible, less risk-averse policymaking

Processes that bring together the insiders 
of the political system (the decision makers) 
with the outsiders (affected stakeholders), can 
help undermine the toxic us-vs-them rhetoric 
which recent research reveals to be a critical 
factor for the distrust that citizens feel to-

https://design4services.com/concepts/systems-thinking/
https://design4services.com/concepts/collaborative-advantage/
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ward traditional mainstream political elites.61 
Greater transparency in the decision-making 
process allows policymakers to communicate 
their intentions to voters and prove the au-
thenticity of their motives, which makes them 
less likely to be questioned than if the decision 
making was happening behind closed doors. 
The creation of trust between policymakers 
and stakeholders creates the psychological 
safety needed for policymakers to propose 
daring solutions and maintain the flexibility 
to exercise their mandate, thereby promoting 
the conditions for leadership to emerge.62 

ADVOCATING FOR PROCESS DESIGN IN A 
POLARIZED POLITICAL LANDSCAPE

In times of political polarization, such as the 
current one, there is a risk of political immo-
bility as fragmented positions on highly flam-
mable topics dominate the political landscape. 

In this context, staunch rivalries between po-
litical parties emerge around broader political 
questions from the economy to the climate to 
civic rights. A degree of polarization is desir-
able in a thriving democracy due to its positive 
impact on political participation. However, 
excessive polarization can make governance 
difficult, limiting the capacity for reform and 
inhibiting the system’s ability to innovate 
and address issues of major public concern 
requiring broad majorities.63 This often ends 
up blocking the large-scale systemic interven-
tions needed in times of crisis. 

Yet, reforming the political process so that it 
can be more adaptive, effective, and resilient 
is a policy issue that could potentially appeal 
to a cross-partisan audience and have a broad 
systemic impact, making it an investment 
with low risk and a high potential yield. 

The latest example of how it is possible to 
rally a divided electorate around reforming 
the decision-making process is a 2020 consti-
tutional referendum in Italy, where despite 
cacophonous confusion as to which party was 
supporting which position and why, the pro-
posal to cut the total number of parliamentary 
seats passed with a historically high in favor 
vote, with 70% of voters agreeing.64 Citizens 
definitely have an appetite for some form of 
change in the current political infrastructure. 

→ As we move the policymaking
infrastructure into the modern age, the
role of policymakers itself should evolve
from top-down decision makers to “system
stewards”—a figure that is closer to a
coach or a manager of teams.

→ Wicked problems call for more
deliberation and dialogue. Fit-for-purpose
policymaking in the future should embrace
active listening and more explorative,
experimental, and inclusive policymaking.

“We do not hold all the
answers when it comes to 
complex political challenges, 
and politicians may need to 
embrace new approaches 
to political decision making 
away from the executive, 
top-down, decision-making 
model.”
In other words, policymakers must “embrace 
their role as system stewards…thinking about 
how to manage an overall system, rather than 
how to launch another stand-alone initiative.”68 
Managing the system also means actively in-
volving multiple players in the system, rather 
than formulating policies in a vacuum and 
then involving affected stakeholders in the 
implementation, when it is too late to have any 
real impact on the policy design. Ultimately, 
this approach is one that requires policymak-
ers to recognize that they do not hold all the 
answers when it comes to complex political 
challenges, and they must adopt a more hum-
ble approach to their work. Politicians may 
need to embrace new approaches to political 
decision making away from the executive, top-
down, decision-making model and toward a 
model that sees politicians as coaches or team 
leaders who are responsible for channeling 
the insights of a broad set of actors and stake-
holders.

VII. SYSTEM FIXES:
changing policymakers and policymaking

When it comes to the way we think of policy-
making and the role of policymakers, a para-
digm shift may well be needed. The Institute 
for Government has a compelling and apt 
sense of how policymaking ought to change to 
adapt to the wicked problems of today’s soci-
ety. It advocates “system stewardship”65 as an 
alternative modus operandi for government, 
one based on the basic premise that unilateral 
top-down policymaking will “rarely be suit-
able when it comes to complex problems.”66 In 
this light, the Institute advocates for “setting 
high-level resilient goals and letting the sys-
tem find the best solution through adaptation 
and experimentation.”67 At the very core of 
this change is the idea that the process of 
policymaking needs to be more flexible, adap-
tive, and responsive to the needs of stake-
holders. Hence, stakeholder engagement and 
experimentation become crucial tools for the 
21st-century policymaker. 
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Particularly in the context of high polar-
ization, new methods of political decision 
making and the research that informs them 
highlight the important role that upgrading 
our political toolbox could have on wide-
spread societal challenges such as extrem-
ism and generalized distrust. For example, 
Open Dialogue—intended as a tool for in-
formed and participative decision making—
can be a powerful instrument for resolving 
value conflicts and rebuilding trust. Don 
Lenihan indeed makes a case for Open Dia-
logue as a solution to the deteriorating state 
of political communication: “in a democracy, 
public debate and consultation are supposed 
to inform citizens and give them a meaning-
ful voice on issues - however today debate is 
often highly scripted, fiercely partisan and 
largely unproductive.”69 Hence, he argues for 
changing or upgrading the way we go about 
public debates or consultations. Giving 
communities a meaningful role in decision 
making and a space where their views are 
genuinely respected can be an important 
exercise for rebuilding trust and cultivating 
compromise. Open Dialogue is a place to 
start sowing the seeds of a different way of 
engaging with the political other.

Working with elected politicians across 
Europe, the Open European Dialogue (OED) 
has observed policymakers grappling with 
shifting paradigms and distilled lessons on 
how policymaking can become more fit for 
purpose. 

As the political problem becomes more wicked 
or complex, dialogue and deliberation, sup-
ported by tailored process design and facilita-
tion tools, become crucial to political problem 
solving. For more than six years, the OED has 
been experimenting with how to deliver inno-
vative and constructive formats for political 
dialogue to policymakers across Europe. OED 
has been recognised as a global best practice 
for cross-border collaboration and innovation 
by the OECD70 as well as other public policy 
scholars.71

PIT STOP: What is a “Wicked Problem”?72 

Wicked problems are problems with many 
interdependent factors making them seem 
impossible to solve. Because the factors are 
often incomplete, in flux, and difficult to de-
fine, solving wicked problems requires a deep 
understanding of the stakeholders involved. 
Complex issues such as healthcare and 
education are examples of wicked problems. 
There is always more than one explanation 
for a wicked problem because the explana-
tions vary greatly depending on the individ-
ual perspective. Hence, there is no definitive 
formula for a wicked problem.

The OED platform regularly serves a network 
of nearly 200 elected politicians with tailored 
policy and political dialogue spaces that 
are designed following three key principles. 
These represent recommendations for the 
design and promotion of better dialogue and 
trust-building processes for fit-for-purpose 
policymaking. Political process design princi-
ples can be applied from the macro level—the 
reconceptualization and organization of the 
decision-making process as a whole and the 
way institutions function—down to the micro 
level—designing and organizing the various 
components of the policymaking process, 
such as the successful execution of parlia-
mentary hearings, and stakeholder meetings. 
Acting in concert, these improvements can 
strengthen the ability of our political system 
to remain adaptable and fit-for-purpose in 
a fast-changing society defined by ‘wicked 
problems’ and increasingly diverse, politically 
active stakeholders.

The Open European Dialogue’s three key prin-
ciples for better political dialogue and fit-for-
purpose policymaking are73:

1) More explorative policymaking: Spending
more time on the diagnostic and analysis
of a problem—asking why and how—rather
than trying to find a solution

Collective decision making on complex policy 
issues would benefit from a stronger focus on 
the analysis and diagnosis of political and so-
cietal problems before jumping to conclusions.

Exploring policy problems by taking into 
consideration different perspectives im-
proves the quality and diversity of available 
information, as well as the way information 
is processed by decision makers. It creates a 
clearer picture of a problem and leads policy 
actors to explore root causes and not just the 
symptoms of a problem.

Yet established experts, among which we 
count policymakers, are “rewarded for know-
ing the answer rather than asking better ques-
tions.”74 Hence, policymaking processes tend 
to neglect new and alternative approaches 
in favor of quick fixes in the form of familiar 
solutions based on oftentimes false assump-
tions and pre-defined beliefs.75

Explorative policymaking is intrinsically 
rooted in an understanding that policymakers 
accept that they do not possess the solution 
to a problem, and therefore agree to adopt a 
more open-ended experimental policymaking 
approach—a controlled trial-and-error meth-
odology that embraces testing solutions and 
evaluating policy results in an iterative pro-
cess designed to refine policy solutions. 

2) Broaden the scope of voices in policymak-
ing: actively seek engagement with diverse
and niche views, paying attention not only
to political ideology, but also levels of gover-
nance

To foster the achievement and acceptance of 
political compromise, it is important to un-
derstand the underlying motivations behind 
divergent political preferences. Only through 
exposure and engagement with different ways 
of thinking can policymakers make sense of 
others’ preferences and understand how these 
are influenced by both values and the lived 
experience of different sets of stakeholders. 
Hence, more policymakers and policymaking 
processes need to engage in exchanges outside 
their own political echo chambers. 

The alternative leads to the problematic phe-
nomenon known as groupthink—which tends 
to exclude opposing perceptions to the ones 
of the group as invalid or irrelevant—and 
prevents the emergence of political compro-
mise.76 Discussions that take place in cohesive 
ingroups striving for unanimity and consen-
sus-based decisions, are known to lack critical 
review and independent input and can lead to 
developing dangerous blind spots. Valuable 
insights that an out-group could provide are 
lost and alternative or new approaches are 
sidelined before even being considered.77 
This approach should be applied broadly 
across the political spectrum and at all levels 
of governance, in order to create a rich ex-
change across as many different stakeholders 
as possible. 

3) More active listening in democratic decision
making: the conditions for constructive
exchange need to be designed into a process,
as they will not manifest otherwise

Simply having a representative of a certain 
view in the room does not mean that he or 
she is actually being heard. Political debates 
rarely feature much listening. Rather, they 
are characterized by actors with different or 
opposing views competing over speaking time 
and the superiority of their opinions.78 

The concept of active listening means paying 
attention to what is being said, verbally and 
nonverbally, for the sake of understanding 
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and not just to articulate a counter-response or 
comeback. 

Talking against and not with each other 
results in debates that lack constructiveness 
and fail to challenge any pre-existing views. 
Engaging in such debates merely reinforces 
pre-defined opinions and does not allow for 
mutual understanding and learning.79 Par-
liamentary plenaries, to quote one example, 
will yield a very different dialogue environ-
ment than open agenda informal exchanges. 
The conditions for constructive exchange 
need to be crafted, as they will not manifest 
otherwise. 

When spaces are explicitly designed to allow 
for active listening, actors holding competing 
views can have meaningful exchanges and 
fruitful outcomes. It is crucial to define who 
is the convener of a conversation in order to 
surface any assumptions about the neutrality 
of the exchange. Whenever possible, stake-
holder engagement should be convened by an 
independent, neutral facilitator, so as to en-
courage outliers or fringe opinions to surface 
in safety.

→ Political process design can play an
important role both on the macro level
(design of decision making processes
or institutions) and on the micro level
(design of consultations, dialogues,
meetings)—the trick is choosing the right
tool for the right purpose.

→ Applying process design to politics is
not an all-or-nothing game and does not
require a complete systemic overhaul.
Even small tweaks can make a difference.

The chapter will offer three entry points into 
the realm of political process design: 

→ The Political Process Designer Starter Pack:
Practical ideas for integrating process de-
sign & adaptive policymaking tweaks into
your policy thinking & policymaking start-
ing today;

→ Activating the Power of Dialogue: Practical
tips and guiding principles for designing
better political dialogue processes from the
experience of Open European Dialogue; and

→ The Approaches & Toolkits Marketplace:
Choosing the right tool for your design
needs.

VIII. POLITICAL PROCESS DESIGN IN ACTION:
Practical ideas, guiding principles and tips, tools
& approaches to begin embracing process design
thinking in politics

This final chapter is a collection of starting 
points from which to begin embracing process 
design thinking in politics. Introducing el-
ements of process design into political pro-
cesses, whether for convenings or organizing 
decision making processes, can seem like a 
daunting task. Yet, this approach does not 
necessarily require revolutionizing existing 
political infrastructure. While its impact could 
potentially prove to be systemic, if applied co-
herently and consistently, this approach does 
not require a complete overhaul of the current 
system. Even small tweaks can make a huge 
difference. Embracing the process design ap-
proach and slowly integrating and streamlin-
ing it across sectors and silos can have a ripple 
effect that starts with a series of small changes 
before gradually disseminating best practices 
to different areas of politics. 
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THE POLITICAL PROCESS DESIGNER  
STARTER PACK: Practical ideas for integrat-
ing process design & adaptive policymaking 
tweaks into your policy thinking & policy-
making starting today

Apply this process design rule of thumb to 
any process: Align the three Ps—purpose, 
people, and process. What is the purpose of 
this exercise? Who do I have or need in the 
room in order to achieve it? What process 
and tools can best guide us toward our 
shared purpose? Using this simple heuristic 
can help ensure that meetings and decision 
making processes are coherent in their de-
sign, that the process allows the pursuit of 
the stated purpose, and that it includes the 
necessary people to achieve said aim.

Consider reviewing the protocol of inter-
nal meetings, dialogues, workshops or 
multi-stakeholder processes with an eye to 
effective process design. Is the fora fit-for-
purpose and, if not, how can it be amended?

Establish a working group or an appointee 
with an explicit mandate and, ideally, a 
budget to research and pursue innovative 
policymaking methods. There are a vast 
number of methods and actors that could 
improve the effectiveness and impact of 
your policymaking efforts. Researching 
and identifying the right one will take some 
effort.

Create a budget for consultations and stake-
holder engagement to seriously pursue 
more inclusive and adaptive policymaking. 
Stakeholder engagement requires time 
and money; it can never come as an after-
thought. Make it a priority with measurable 
targets and key performance indicators to 
help monitor progress.

Never underestimate the importance of 
informal processes. Reinforce informal ex-
changes on the sidelines of formal decision 
making processes. These can help strength-

en existing structures or gather informa-
tion on how to increase impact. They can 
also be a powerful tool to surface red flags 
or blindspots.

Reach out to civil society or think tanks 
with expertise in process design and exper-
imental or innovative policymaking80 for 
consultations or collaborations. If possible, 
hire a process design consultant to help you 
avoid process pitfalls. 

Dig deeper with the Open European 
Dialogue’s Participatory Processes:  
A Guide to Improve Political Conversations

ACTIVATING THE POWER OF DIALOGUE: 
Practical tips and guiding principles for  
designing better political dialogue processes 
from the experience of Open European Dialogue

→ A good dialogue considers the emotional
element of decision-making. Recognize that
providing politicians with evidence might
not lead to evidence-based policies. Content
should be provided as a conversation start-
er and always complemented with infor-
mation from different sources and varied
perspectives.

→ Apply human-centric and experiential
learning approaches rooted in behavioral
science to challenge preconceptions and
assumptions. These can positively influ-
ence the way information is interpreted,
remembered, or judged, creating a more
constructive space for political discussion.
Designing effective exchange opportunities
is a key instrument for activating hu-
man-centric learning. Participants should
be presented with easily digestible infor-
mation and there should be space given to
relate their own personal experience to the
challenge at hand so that participants can
engage more intimately with the material
being discussed. Good process design can
help achieve less polarizing exchanges—e.g.,
by substituting plenary discussion shouting
matches with small group conversations,
which have been proven to foster more col-
laborative narratives.

→ Recurring engagement with stakeholders
in open-ended consultations, rather than
one-off exchanges, allows for the surfacing
of potential solutions that may not appear
obvious. Policy thinkers and policymakers
alike should work to broaden their under-
standing of a given policy challenge, with
repeated engagement throughout the poli-
cymaking process with a variety of relevant
and affected stakeholders. Pitting one solu-
tion against another is ineffective in the long
run as it generates more polarization rather

than encouraging political compromises, 
which guided and reiterative stakeholder 
engagement may instead help to reveal. 

→ In the diagnostic phase of exploring a
policy problem, it is important to foster
the discipline of gathering and processing
new information and steering away from
immediately jumping to prescriptive solu-
tions and panel-style, pro-contra debates.
One way to do so is to engage policymak-
ers in formats that allow for experiential
learning of a given problem—through field
trips, fact-finding missions and informal
exchanges—with the explicit mandate of
gathering information rather than find-
ing a solution. Ideally, moderators of such
exchanges should be impartial and exter-
nal to the decision making process. They
should act as the keepers of the “spirit of
enquiry” and ensure there is a genuine
respect for the views of all participants.

→ Recruitment and engagement of political-
ly diverse stakeholders are necessary to
achieve a diverse and inclusive exchange.
Diagnostic exercises are strengthened by
the involvement of actors with different
views. Don’t assume that if you open up the
door for a “diverse” point of view, that this
point of view will engage and participate in
your exchange. It is important to explicitly
seek out and recruit diverse political voices
by reaching out directly, developing a rap-
port, and building trust with the stakehold-
ers you hope to engage.

→ Tailored process design and facilitated
dialogue can establish a culture of active
listening between policymakers and stake-
holders holding different views. Small
table discussions and clear ground rules
about the objectives and the binding or
non-binding nature of a political exchange
are a first step. Another trick is to con-
struct a shared conversation space with
the aim of asking participants for shared
observations that arise from conversa-

https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
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tions rather than solutions. This exchange 
should be facilitated in a way that explicit-
ly allows for active participation of smaller 
parties rather than being monopolized by 
the usual suspects. Participatory dialogue 
tools can be revolutionary in this sense. Ex-
perienced facilitators can curb the speak-
ing time of any one participant and ensure 
ground rules are respected in the exchange. 
Open agenda tools, such as open space 
technology,81 can make it easier to capture 
the real and shared issues important to a 
specific group rather than limiting a con-
versation from the outset due to misguided 
top-down assumptions and priorities.

→ Reframing exercises can be used to chal-
lenge pre-existing perspectives on a given
topic. Taking a known policy issue and
reframing it into a different guiding ques-
tion is an instrument one can use to lure
policymakers away from the comfort of
standard replies or solutions and force all
participants, including the experts and
the newbies, to engage on the question
with fresh eyes. Role-playing simulations
can serve a similar function, by forcing
a group to engage with a topic from the
perspective of another stakeholder group.
The success of this type of experimenta-
tion rests on the perceived neutrality of
the convening body, which is key to estab-
lishing a neutral problem framing. Trust
in the convener is an important aspect to
take into consideration in this case, as the
convener needs to be granted an explicit
mandate to place stakeholders in a situa-
tion of potential discomfort.

→ Create a baseline of accepted knowledge
ahead of a dialogue. Provide digestible and
non-partisan data in an easy-to-consume
format, such as briefing notes or an intro-
ductory video. In the preliminary stages of
the process, discuss the information pro-
vided with the stakeholder group to ensure
there is buy-in of the basic data around
which the discussion can then evolve.

→ Genuine dialogue does not naturally flour-
ish within the bounds of protocols or ex-
cessive formality. Complementing formal
decision making and exchange fora with
informal spaces for conversation is key.
These should be given equal importance
as they can help dig deeper into stakehold-
ers‘ points of view. Informal spaces are an
opportunity for policymakers to let their
political guard down82 and engage in open
and honest conversations. For policymak-
ers, letting their political guard down is the
first step to an open conversation. Politics is
a people-to-people business hence it is cru-
cial to create opportunities and conditions
for policymakers to engage on a human lev-
el as individuals. Having dedicated spaces
for off-the-record exchanges is important
for building trust. Furthermore, one should
create opportunities to converse on things
that all participants share regardless of
their political color, for example, their chal-
lenges as policymakers, the changing role
of policymaking, or their daily exposure
to hate speech and public pressure. This
allows people to shed their role as represen-
tatives and reconnect as individuals before
getting to work on a policy issue on which
they are likely divided.

Dig deeper with the Open European
Dialogue’s Participatory Processes:
A Guide to Improve Political Conversations

THE APPROACHES & TOOLKITS MARKET-
PLACE: Choosing the right tool for your 
design needs

New tools and approaches embrace the need 
to rethink and redesign political processes in 
order to achieve more adaptive, inclusive, and 
fit-for-purpose policymaking. Each contrib-
utes to enriching and refining the skillsets of 
policymakers and policy thinkers, and each 
embraces the basic logic and principles of 
good process design to maximize impact by 
upgrading political infrastructure to better 
reflect the needs of society. 

That said, it is important to navigate the land-
scape of design tools & approaches to find the 
right fix for each challenge. The Observatory for 
Public Sector Innovation produced a toolkit nav-
igator83 precisely for this purpose—this compen-
dium of toolkits for public sector innovation and 
transformation covers a wide range of applica-
tions of design approaches from organizational 
design to the design of foresight exercises. 

The number of approaches and tools is stag-
gering. Some, such as citizen participation 
tools, have taken the political arena by storm 
while others are just beginning to emerge. 
What follows is a selection of approaches 
and toolkits worth perusing before deciding 
on the design fix best suited for your policy 
challenge. 

→ Innovative Citizen Participation Tools.
The literature is rapidly evolving when it
comes to best practices in terms of citizen
participation in politics and policy. Merely
desiring greater engagement of citizens is
insufficient to actually achieving said en-
gagement. In fact, many such experiments
backfire for lack of a professional approach
to the issue (often this is unintention-
al, often still it is very much intentional).
Decades of experiments at different scales
of governance highlight how to pursue
such an objective in an effective manner, it
always begins with the identification of the

desired type of engagement and its purpose 
and function: citizen opinion gathering, 
policy evaluation, informed citizen recom-
mendations, or permanent deliberation. An 
unclear purpose will yield a messy process.

Find out more at OECD Report: Innovative Citizen 
Participation and New Democratic Institutions

→ Experimental Policymaking. This ap-
proach applies design thinking to devel-op 
new policy frameworks to carry out 
experiments in government. This allows for 
“strategic experiments” or policy tri-als—
such as the basic income experiment in 
Finland—and fosters the creation of a 
grassroots experimental culture in the 
public sector. Experimental policymaking 
creates more license to experiment and 
can yield rapid results in testing out new 
solutions to complex problems.

Find out more at OECD Report: Using Systems 
Approaches in Policy Design - Introducing 
Experimental Culture as a High-Level Political 
Goal

→ Redesigning Political Dialogue Fora. The art 
of dialogue design and facilitation offers 
insights into how existing institutional and 
civil society-led political exchanges can be 
more effective. By embracing the principles 
of human-centric process design, from the 
creation of genuine dialogue opportunities 
within institutions to the conceptualization 
of effective task forces, this approach aims 
to redesign dialogue and deliberation fora 
around its users‘ needs and re-humanizing 
existing political spaces. The Open Europe-
an Dialogue and its partners are pioneering 
this type of work.

Find out more at OED Declaration: Creating 
Better Political Conversations; and More Than 
Just a Ticking Clock: The Franco-German 
Parliamentary Assembly

https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://oecd-opsi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/OPSI-Systems-Approaches.pdf
https://oecd-opsi.org/toolkit-navigator/
https://oecd-opsi.org/toolkit-navigator/
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1795/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1823/
https://www.openeuropeandialogue.org/download-file/1823/
https://www.gmfus.org/news/more-just-ticking-clock-new-franco-german-parliamentary-assembly
https://www.gmfus.org/news/more-just-ticking-clock-new-franco-german-parliamentary-assembly
https://oecd-opsi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/OPSI-Systems-Approaches.pdf
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→ Open Government Reforms. These initia-
tives center around the incorporation of
transparency, integrity, accountability,
and stakeholder participation in the poli-
cymaking process. Toolkits for designing
open government initiatives cover a broad
spectrum of government needs—from
digital engagement guides to help gov-
ernments deliver services and engage
stakeholders to techniques for greater
co-creation of policy solutions and user-led
policy, and the effective use of open data
in policy decisions.

Find out more at OECD Toolkit Depository:
Design an Open Government Strategy or
Initiative

→ Agile Methodologies for Multidisciplinary
Collaboration. Agile methods focus on clos-
ing the gap between growing expectations
from citizens and the lagging speed at which
governments produce and service solutions.
It applies an approach originally intended
for software development to activate multi-
disciplinary teams in the design and testing
of solutions. At its heart, it embraces a new
model of decision making based on flexible
and diffused leadership and cross-functional
teams—breaking down the traditional silos
and hierarchies of large organizations or, in
this case, institutions.

Find out more at the Boston Consulting Group:
Conquering the Challenges of Agile at Scale
in Government; Agile as the Next Government
Revolution; and Getting to Agile at Scale in the
Public Sector

→ Policy Design Sprints for Creative Problem
Solving. The premise of the design sprint is
that in a condensed amount of time —  usually
five days — a focused and expertly guided
process can assist in the identification and
prototyping of a product or solution. The
design sprint is comprised of five phases:
problem mapping, sketching of potential

When addressing frustrations with political, 
economic and social institutions, it would be 
a mistake to keep searching for individual 
policy solutions.

If today’s crisis is a systemic one with many 
manifestations and catalysts fueling discon-
tent, each with its own validity, it is necessary 
to dig deeper to identify and address its com-
mon root causes. A silver bullet solution to a 
systemic challenge is rarely found. That said, 
acting on individual elements of the system 
while ignoring the underlying systemic driv-
ers, would be irresponsible, intellectually 
dishonest, and in the long run, dangerous. 

While there are many possible explanations 
for the crisis, two key features should lead to 
investigating political processes and their sup-
porting democaratic infrastructure as proba-
ble root causes. 

On the one hand, political trust is plummeting. 
Citizens do not believe that the system in its 
current state is able to deliver, and they do not 

“trust the process”. Second, there is an observ-
able innovation gap between fast-paced soci-
etal changes and the rigid, stale, and largely 
immutable nature of democratic infrastruc-
ture. These combined factors should, at the 
very least, raise some questions about the way 
in which political life is organized and lead to 
a reexamination of the political processes that 
govern societies.

Good process design is proven to dramatically 
improve policy outcomes: the adaptive and 
inherently flexible nature of the discipline can 
help political processes keep up with a rap-
idly changing society. Furthermore, process 

design has the potential to address the current 
perception that policymaking lacks authentici-
ty, competence, and empathy—the three main 
ingredients that are needed to build trust.87 
Furthermore, working to update the way we 
organize our society politically is a potentially 
bipartisan cause that could—if properly commu-
nicated—provide a much needed impetus toward 
change and constructive political renewal in 
times when polarization and fragmented deci-
sion-making power are blocking major advance-
ments on other, more divisive, policy issues. 

At the institutional level, many associate 
the upgrading of political process with the 
push for greater inclusion of citizens in deci-
sion-making, which has been strongly advo-
cated over the last decades. Yet, the redesign 
of political processes means much more than 
that. It means embracing an approach that is 
strategic and human-centric when it comes 
to the “how” of politics—one based less on 
how people believe the world should work and 
more on working within the limits of their 
rational minds. It means taking into consid-
eration the insights provided by cognitive and 
behavioral science to fashion fora and process-
es for political exchange and decision-making 
that are suitable for the way the human mind 
and society actually works. 

These changes do not require major over-
hauls of political institutions; hence, the cost 
of implementation is relatively low and the 
potential benefits could be exponentially high, 
making it a policy action with a high Return 
on Investment.

Process design principles can be integrated 
into very different levels of decisionmaking. 

IX. CONCLUDING REMARKSsolutions, deciding phase, prototyping, and 
testing. It is a smarter, more effective, and 
efficient tool to work creatively and collabo-
ratively on any problem, large or small. 

Find out more at Sprint Stories: How We Ran 
a Design Sprint in Government; The Open 
European Dialogue’s Policy Design Sprint 
Report; and Digital Telepathy’s 
Design Sprints Playbook

→ Anticipatory Governance. This approach
strengthens the ability of governments to
handle the increasing speed and growing
complexity of major policy challenges.84 A
series of practices encourages “exploring,
envisioning, and planning for change and
uncertainty,”85 for example through the use
of Strategic Foresight methodologies, with
the aim of “governing in the present to
adapt to or shape uncertain futures.”86 The
approach aims to expand the toolbox for
governing bodies in order to foster more
resilient decision making and governance
capabilities.

Find out more at UNESCO Open Learning:
Anticipatory Innovation Governance -
Observatory of Public Sector Innovation

https://oecd-opsi.org/guide/open-government/design-an-open-government-strategy-or-initiative/
https://oecd-opsi.org/guide/open-government/design-an-open-government-strategy-or-initiative/
https://oecd-opsi.org/guide/open-government/design-an-open-government-strategy-or-initiative/
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/agile-next-government-revolution
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/agile-next-government-revolution
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/conquering-challenges-agile-scale-government
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/conquering-challenges-agile-scale-government
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/agile-next-government-revolution
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/agile-next-government-revolution
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/getting-to-agile-at-scale-public-sector
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/getting-to-agile-at-scale-public-sector
https://sprintstories.com/running-a-design-sprint-in-government-8633bb390779
https://sprintstories.com/running-a-design-sprint-in-government-8633bb390779
https://issuu.com/oedteam/docs/oed_policy_design_sprint_final_report
https://issuu.com/oedteam/docs/oed_policy_design_sprint_final_report
https://issuu.com/oedteam/docs/oed_policy_design_sprint_final_report
https://trello.com/b/Tvntem8Z/digital-telepathy-design-sprints-playbook-public
https://trello.com/b/Tvntem8Z/digital-telepathy-design-sprints-playbook-public
https://openlearning.unesco.org/courses/course-v1:RWP+01+2021_01/about
https://oecd-opsi.org/projects/anticipatory/
https://oecd-opsi.org/projects/anticipatory/
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In their most modest application, it would suf-
fice to make certain changes to the way inter-
nal meetings are designed to witness a sub-
stantial change in attitudes of policymakers.

One example of a small tweak with important 
consequences is provided by one member of 
the Open European Dialogue parliamentary 
network who chairs the European Affairs 
Committee in one EU national parliament. She 
reports that a very small change in the way 
she runs committee meetings, inspired by her 
experience at the Open European Dialogue, al-
most immediately had a positive effect on the 
manner and tone in which government and 
opposition politicians addressed one another. 
She says: 

“I tasked opposition members to act as rappor-
teurs, which led to noticeable change from 
discussions based on personality to more con-
tent-based discussions. People refrained from 
attacking each other as frequently as they 
used to. It also helped to decrease attacks on 
the chair and the governing party, and it did 
indeed lead to more constructive engagement, 
and I felt that it improved the atmosphere and 
discussion climate in the committee.”88 
Another notable example, unfortunately 
providing for a European worst practice, is 
that of COSAC—Europe’s biannual conference 
for member states’ national parliamentarians 
to come together and discuss European af-
fairs. COSAC is supposed to be the forum for 
deliberation and dialogue between national 
parliaments in Europe, yet the format allows 
for very little dialogue. The agenda, set almost 
a year in advance, is the product of consul-
tations among an extremely small subset of 
actors in a very top-down manner, which 
leaves little room for deviation from the stip-
ulated topics of conversation. Given the long 
timeframe between the setting of the agenda 
and the conference, there is little opportuni-
ty for dialogue around important topics that 
emerge between the two. The two-day confer-
ence is articulated in hundreds of subsequent 
two-minute statements, allowing no space for 

questions or discussions between the partic-
ipants. Dialogue, if any, happens during the 
breaks,which is often the most interesting 
part of the conference. As a forum designed to 
promote dialogue across countries, COSAC’s 
design and structure do not meaningfully ad-
vance its own aim. 

Better process design would immensely im-
prove the outcomes of this illustrious forum 
with noble ambitions. The case of COSAC is 
but one case in an infinite number of policy-
making processes and fora that, simply put, 
lack the tools to achieve their self-proclaimed 
aims. The policymaking world is rich in exam-
ples of well-intentioned processes that simply 
lack the design rigor to achieve their own 
goals, from the Franco-German Parliamen-
tary Assembly,89 to Macron’s consultations 
on Europe, to the Conference on the Future 
of Europe, to expensive gatherings hosted by 
philanthropic foundations with the objective 
of creating a network—without structuring 
any networking time. 

Integrating process design into policymaking 
does not mean adapting constitutions or rev-
olutionizing representative democracy. Much 
to the contrary, and as illustrated by the above 
examples, most process designers would ar-
gue that even very small tweaks within exist-
ing structures can have an enormous impact. 

While process design is not a silver bullet, it 
can—particularly in the context of rigid pro-
tocols common in policymaking—help ensure 
that political infrastructure is upgraded to 
make the best use of the processes and re-
sources in place to bolster effective and effi-
cient decision making.

Finally, there is a reason beyond the re-
turn-on-investment argument for looking 
more carefully at how anything—from town 
halls to online ministerial websites, citizen 
consultations, or experimental policies—is 
designed. There are values enshrined in the 
way decisions are made. While it is true that 

redesigning political institutions is not as 
polarizing or partisan as other topics, there 
is nevertheless a vision of what a good society 
looks, one reflected in the way political life 
is organized. Hence, if process design can 
help create a political system that is more 
adaptive, inclusive, constructive, competent, 
transparent, and empathetic, then we have 
the responsibility to make sure institutions 
reflect these values. If nothing else, process 
design can be an olive branch in times of 
heightened polarization, an opening toward 
finding a common ground, if not on specific 
policies, at least on how society and democra-
cy should function.
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The Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) is a private, 
independent non-profit think tank, founded in 
1965 on the initiative of Altiero Spinelli. IAI seeks 
to promote awareness of international politics 
and contribute to the advancement of European 
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part of a vast international network, and interacts 
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international think tanks.

The Barcelona Centre for International Affairs 
(CIDOB) is an independent and plural think 
tank based in Barcelona, dedicated to the 
study, research and analysis of international 
affairs. Created in 1973 as an International 
Documentation Centre of Barcelona, it is a private 
foundation since 1979. CIDOB promotes global 
governance and good practices – based on local, 
national and European democratic government – 
to ensure that people possess the basic elements 
to live their lives free from fear and in liberty, by 
facilitating a dialogue that includes all diversities 
and which actively defends human rights and 
gender equality. CIDOB is a dynamic community 
of analytics that works to produce and offer to 
all political actors – from individual citizens to 
international organizations – information and 
ideas to formulate and promote policies for a 
more secure, free and fair world for everyone.

ELIAMEP is an independent, non-profit and 
policy-oriented research and training institute. It 
neither expresses, nor represents, any specific 
political party view. It is only devoted to the 
right of free and well-documented discourse. 
ELIAMEP’s mission is to provide a forum for 
public debate on issues of European integration 
and international relations to conduct scientific 
research that contributes to a better informed 
and documented knowledge of the European and 
international environment.

The German Marshall Fund of the United 
States (GMF) strengthens transatlantic 
cooperation on regional, national, and 
global challenges and opportunities 
in the spirit of the Marshall Plan. GMF 
contributes research and analysis and 
convenes leaders on transatlantic issues 
relevant to policymakers. GMF offers rising 
leaders opportunities to develop their 
skills and networks through transatlantic 
exchange, and supports civil society in 
the Balkans and Black Sea regions by 
fostering democratic initiatives, rule of 
law, and regional cooperation. Founded 
in 1972 as a non-partisan, non-profit 
organization through a gift from Germany 
as a permanent memorial to Marshall 
Plan assistance, GMF maintains a strong 
presence on both sides of the Atlantic. In 
addition to its headquarters in Washington, 
DC, GMF has offices in Berlin, Paris, 
Brussels, Belgrade, Ankara, Bucharest, 
and Warsaw. GMF also has smaller 
representations in Bratislava, Turin, and 
Stockholm.

To work together well, we need to understand 
and respect each other despite our differences. 
Democracies listen. To build respect and 
understanding in politics, APROPOS combines 
research with experimentation and decades 
worth of practical experience in designing 
deliberative decision-making processes and 
unique political dialogues. We design and 
carry out meetings with policymakers, facilitate 
conversations, train practitioners, and publish 
research on political process to advance the 
dialogue and collaborative capacities that will be 
vital for the decades of comprehensive societal 
changes ahead of us.

The Robert Bosch Stiftung GmbH is one of 
the major German foundations associated 
with a private company in Europe. It works 
in the areas of health, education, and 
global issues. With its charitable activities, 
it contributes to the development of viable 
solutions to social challenges. For this 
purpose, the Foundation implements 
its own projects, enters into alliances 
with partners, and supports third-party 
initiatives. Since it was established in 1964, 
the Robert Bosch Stiftung has invested 
around 1.8 billion euros in charitable work.

Stiftung Mercator is a private and 
independent foundation. Through its work 
it strives for a society characterized by 
openness to the world, solidarity and equal 
opportunities. In this context it concentrates 
on strengthening Europe; increasing the 
educational success of disadvantaged 
children and young people, especially those 
of migrant origin; driving forward climate 
change mitigation and promoting science 
and the humanities. Stiftung Mercator 
symbolizes the connection between 
academic expertise and practical project 
experience. One of Germany’s leading 
foundations, it is active both nationally and 
internationally. Stiftung Mercator feels a 
strong sense of loyalty to the Ruhr region, 
the home of the founding family and the 
foundation’s headquarters.

The King Baudouin Foundation’s mission 
is to contribute to a better society. The 
Foundation is an actor for change and 
innovation, serving the public interest and 
increasing social cohesion in Belgium and 
Europe. We seek to maximize our impact by 
strengthening the capacity of organizations 
and individuals. We also stimulate 
effective philanthropy by individuals and 
corporations. The Foundation’s key values 
are integrity, transparency, pluralism, 
independence, respect for diversity, and 
promoting solidarity. The Foundation’s 
current areas of activity are poverty 
and social justice, philanthropy, health, 
civic engagement, developing talents, 
democracy, European integration, heritage 
and development cooperation. The King 
Baudouin Foundation is a public benefit 
foundation. The Foundation was set 
up in 1976 on the occasion of the 25th 
anniversary of King Baudouin‘s reign.
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The Open European Dialogue is a 
politically neutral platform that 
aims to improve European politics 
by supporting policymakers in 
better understanding challenges 
and perspectives from across 
Europe.  

It connects European politicians 
across parties and countries, 
providing space for dialogue and 
cross-border collaboration. 
In 2021 it was selected as an 
OECD global best practice for 
public-sector innovation.
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