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The pandemic has seen a widespread channel 
shift in service provision, with many public services 
moving online. Leaders within public services are 
keen to maximise the opportunities this brings, 
planning for reduced office space and for further 
digitalisation. 

Public service leaders may not want to 
reverse digital services stood up in a hurry. 
However, for the public to fully engage 
digitally some of the solutions may need 
revisiting, using design principles often 
skirted over during the pandemic.

Is the enthusiasm of the public services matched 
by the public? Are they keen to continue engaging 
with public services through video calls, and newly 
implemented platforms? 

Whilst many people have been happy to access 
services in this way whilst living under lockdown, 
how many of them will expect the new normal to 
be like the old normal, with a return on face-to-
face services (a  mixed access ecosystem must be 
provided)?

We also know professionals are keen to resume 
face-to-face in some instances, particularly when 
assessing someone’s mobility in their home and 
wider environments.

How do public services ensure that the new 
digital channels remain attractive when there 
are alternative options available?

Many solutions were implemented at pace in the 
early days of the pandemic. Companies raced to 
reposition their existing products as vital pandemic 
and lockdown tools and sell these to organisations 
desperate for solutions. There has been some 

excellent work in this area over the pandemic to date, the rollout of new services by the DVSA and the National 
Vaccination Service amongst them, and the positive from these must be taken. Alongside this, there were 
some solutions thrown in with less attention to best practice. 

If we are to ensure there is no reverse gear, that good digital services stick, then public services must 
revisit some of these solutions, prioritising this work alongside the pent-up demand for other digital 
transformation.

Using solutions or elements 
that people already know 
work was used successfully 
in the pandemic, and the 
GDS see extending the use 
of common tools as a key 
part of their strategy over 
the next few years. In public 
services, you are part of a 
huge team - look outside 
your organisation.

https://designnotes.blog.gov.uk/2021/04/29/designing-at-pace-at-the-driver-and-vehicle-standards-agency-dvsa/
https://services.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/05/designing-a-national-booking-service-for-covid-19-vaccination-appointments/
https://services.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/05/designing-a-national-booking-service-for-covid-19-vaccination-appointments/


Studies have shown that many new adopters of existing, mature, well-designed and well-used digital solutions, 
such as banking and grocery shopping are likely to stay with them. This may not be the case for all solutions 
- whilst some people embraced video consultations with those supporting their health and care needs, many 
stayed away (although for a myriad of reasons, not just a discomfort with the tech). Many professionals are not 
expecting high numbers engaging in this way to continue to do so longer term.

Digital inclusion, digital literacy and digital safety are key enablers to many projects (and covered in more detail 
elsewhere in this series). It has been easy to assume in the pandemic that people being asked to carry out 
tasks digitally would be able to do so; whether this is staff, the public or the thousands of volunteers. 

A lack of skills, lack of access to technology and a lack of access to formalised IT support have all been 
experienced as blockers. This commonly occurs where organisations have focused on designing a digital 
solution rather than designing a complete service and have not taken the time to engage fully with the people 
expected to use the solution.

An explosion of spreadsheets has been reported in some councils, as well as difficulties encountered when, 
for example, some users of solutions did not know how to use a mouse, or how to share photographs taken 
using a mobile phone.
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We should take the design principles of the 
Government Digital Service (GDS) and NHS as our 
starting point, whether revisiting those hurriedly 
implemented Covid-19 response services or 
planning future improvements is the intention.

Start by understanding your user and their 
need. That is the cornerstone of these principles 
and one which could not always be met during 
the pandemic. Often, our “user” became the 
public service provider, rather than the public - 
meeting the need to continue delivering a service. 
Even within organisations, this engagement was 
not always possible. Understandably, it was not 
a priority for the operational workers meeting 
frontline challenges.

Make sure to understand the needs of people 
- user personas, go out and talk to them where 
they are. If digital services are built based on what 
people want and need, with a strong knowledge of 
their digital capabilities, then  both public services 
and the public get the best from digital in terms of 
improving services and lives.

Agile iterating is a key design principle, but one that didn’t always happen when working at pace. The (often 
successful, with workarounds...) focus was on solving the immediate problem, spinning up a quick fix, then 
moving on to the next problem. 

Uncertainty about timescales for the end of lockdown, volatility of available information, and the need to move 
on to the next urgent task, meant that the first prototype was often the solution that stuck. 

Some of the most successful implementations ensured they went round the loop, even if it was only once. 
Taking this approach to learning, revisiting and improving our digital services is key as we transition to the new 
normal, and as we seek to continually improve.

Make things open - share solutions - adopt open standards. We can go further by making use of existing 
good practice. Many public service organisation share similarities, and what works well in one place can work 
well elsewhere. This doesn’t always mean buying a solution from a big provider. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/technology-media-and-telecommunications/articles/digital-consumer-trends-lockdown-behaviour.html
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There are strong examples of work being 
undertaken in partnership within the sector, trusted 
solutions designed and delivered according to best 
practice - examples such as LocalGov Drupal and 
OpenReferralUK should be of interest to councils. 
More can be found in the LocalGov Digital Pipeline.

Using solutions or elements of 
solutions that people already know 
work was used successfully in the 
pandemic (Deloitte, 2021) and the GDS 
see extending the use of common tools 
as a key part of their strategy over the 
next few years. In public services, you 
are part of a huge team - look outside 
your organisation.

As we move out towards the new normal public 
service leaders must provide those designing 
the services with the time, space and support to 
apply design principles, to ensure the momentum 
of digital innovation seen in the pandemic can be 
sustained.

At Socitm Advisory we have a vast wealth 
of knowledge in these areas, backed with 
experience of existing and emerging solutions 
that work for public services and those they 
serve. We want to work with public services as 
they continue with their digital transformation 
journeys, supporting where there is a need 
for a changed approach, moving forward with 
continuous improvement and that there is       
no reverse gear.

How we (often) 
designed in the 

Pandemic

Post-Pandemic 
- Design Digital 

Services

Designing a solution, or 
a solution for one part 
of the process

Design a full service, 
look at the journey in 
its entirety

Buy something, build 
something from 
scratch

Collaborate, make 
things open and share 
solutions

Designing at pace Working agilely and 
retaining some aspects 
of this fact, focused 
delivery should be 
a win - the fail fast 
approach, the iterate, 
test, reiterate - even 
throwing one loop in is 
better than not

User need - user was 
the public service, but 
often without the input 
of those who were 
busy working on the 
pandemic frontline

User to be the users - 
the public, the workers 
delivering the service

Accessibility, based 
mainly on WCAG 2.1 
AA

Increased testing, 
and re-testing, with 
users, especially older 
users and those with 
disabilities

https://localgovdrupal.org/
https://openreferraluk.org/
https://pipeline.localgov.digital/
https://services.blog.gov.uk/2021/05/21/how-we-designed-a-digital-service-at-pace/
https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2021/05/20/government-digital-service-our-strategy-for-2021-2024/

