
How might Business and Government interactions 
be dramatically improved?

Insights – Businesses
Small businesses feel marooned, cut off from champions in 

either government or industry sectors. They feel alone, different 

from big businesses, and not understood.

Businesses find navigating government for the right information 

is too hard.

It is the constant change in policy and compliance requirements 

that frustrate business (rather than the status quo) which is 

often accompanied by the fear of unwittingly doing the wrong 

thing.

Regulation is not universally regarded as an unnecessary 

burden – while some specific requirements and regulations are 

onerous (particularly so if others are seen to avoid compliance), 

many interactions are regarded as part and parcel of the job of 

running a business.

Businesses believe they operate on trust, respect, deep 

knowledge and stable personal relationships with their 

customers and other associations – this is lacking in their 

relationship with government.

The cumulative impact of government attitudes and 

requirements on businesses and intermediaries is 

underestimated, not understood or may not be considered 

significant by much of the public sector. 

Insights – Intermediaries
Intermediaries, especially industry and professional 

intermediaries, ―package and translate‖ information from all 

levels of government relevant to their members – they are a 

vital connector.

Intermediaries, whether informal (such as friends or other 

business colleagues) or formal (such as industry associations) 

are most critical to the interactions at times of change or as 

insurance against ignorance of specific regulatory change and 

its implications.

Consultation processes often fail all parties for reasons 

including too little time, lack of clarity of scope and a suspicion 

that the result is pre-determined.

Insights – Public Servants
Public servants are aware of many of the issues but feel unable 

to fix them.

Public servants may experience a conflict in expectations 

between the role of compliance enforcer and industry partner.

The public sector has difficulty at times in dealing with its own 

red tape, impersonal relationships, lack of information sharing 

and complex operating environment so that creativity often is 

directed to work-arounds.

Public sector agencies have either already introduced or are 

administering a number of formal and informal initiatives that 

seek to improve business and government interactions. Further 

improvements from government are likely to require breaking 

from siloed or lead agency approaches, as many issues cut 

across agency responsibilities or are at the intersection of 

multiple agencies or jurisdictions.

Twelve Australian Government departments and agencies have invested in a design-driven collaborative project undertaken by 

DesignGov to investigate the ―lived experiences‖ of businesses, intermediaries and public servants in their interactions, and to identify 

options for further co-design of potential solutions. The research was conducted from May – July 2013.

Businesses and Intermediaries  
In June 2012, there were 2,141,280 actively trading 

businesses operating in Australia, with the highest 

number of businesses (79%) residing in New South 

Wales, Victoria and Queensland.

Almost 96% were small businesses.

The project recruited businesses:

• located in NSW, VIC and QLD, the most populous 

‗business‘ states

• using the two most common legal structures –

company and sole proprietor

• of small (0 to 19 persons) and medium (20 to 199 

persons) size (SMEs), which account for higher 

output and employment, in ‗Manufacturing‘, 

‗Professional, Scientific  and Technical‘, and 

‗Accommodation and Food Services‘ industries

• that may be experiencing a decline 

(e.g. manufacturing) or a growth (e.g. ICT sector)

There are more than 2000 intermediaries in Australia 

undertaking transactional, professional and industry 

network services.

Network of Interactions

Abstract
Government agencies and business have a complicated, 

messy and highly variable relationship. Much of the 

complexity comes from each sector using different 

processes, different language and having different 

expectations and requirements of each other. 

A range of design disciplines were applied to understand 

the frustrations or painpoints experienced by people in 

their interactions, and the reasons behind them. 

Additional methodologies were used to invite interested 

parties to raise and examine issues and ideas so that 

these interactions could be improved.

Fifteen small to medium size business owners and 

operators in manufacturing, IT-enabled services and 

hospitality/retail sectors, six intermediaries and 18 federal 

and state public servants were interviewed and observed.  

Additional information, insights and ideas were obtained 

from participants in workshops, online collaboration 

platforms, meetings, desktop research and surveys.

Five areas for co-design have been identified as 

candidates for system development and prototyping, 

within a framework to guide overall improvement.

Methods
• Practical ethnography – interviews and observations

• Desktop research

• Kafka pilot in SA – ethnographic deep immersion to 

understand dysfunctional bureaucracy

• Online collaboration platform for issues and ideas

• Building of personas and user journeys – capability 

building workshops

• Issues and Ideas; Concept Testing & Validation Workshops

• Issues cluster mapping

• Environmental and Horizon Scanning

• Surveys – Business knowledge and experience of public 

servants

• Network building and referral



Finding meaningful answers from government is hard – small businesses find it extremely 

difficult to understand government communication, and the structure of government makes 

it hard for them to identify who can assist them. This problem of locating information is 

compounded by government websites that are difficult to navigate.

The preconditions for high standard 

service provision in the APS are not 

consistently available across the 

service. When small businesses 

interact with government they prefer 

to do so in a more ‗interpersonal‘ way 

instead of the ‗machine-like‘ way 

government interacts with them

The context for interactions between business and government keeps changing. 

It is the constant changes in policy and compliance that frustrates business and 

intermediaries, rather than the status quo. Keeping up with changing 

requirements pulls business owners away from their ‗day-to-day‘ work.

Businesses perceive consultation as 

‗nonsultation‘ and engagement as limited –

Formal consultation processes are sometimes 

inaccessible, or even pointless, for smaller 

businesses. Some do not have the time or 

interest required for formal consultation 

processes, while others believe that their 

input is ignored in favour of more established 

voices (e.g. industry associations)

There is a lack of clear channels for resolving

specific problems that span agencies and jurisdictions.

Narrowly defined roles and the absence of internal information 

sharing infrastructure in the public sector make it difficult for public 

servants to fully appreciate the effect their actions have on business

Co-Creating Practical Solutions to Improve Interactions 
between Business and Government – Invitation to Participate

PROTOTYPING CONCEPT 02: 
BabelGov – Navigating government with crowd support

Peer-to-peer crowd-support platform, where people can ask questions and provide 

answers about navigating government and government processes. Such 

peer-to-peer crowd-support platforms have been successfully used in 

many different settings, including commercial ones 

(e.g. Telstra's Crowd support)

PROTOTYPING CONCEPT 01:
Emerging Issues Detection –
Shared intelligence for adaptive readiness

A systemic approach for sharing emerging issues that might have 

relevance for business and government interactions, 

either generally or specifically

PROTOTYPING CONCEPT 04: 
Fix-It Squads –
Tackling priority problems through immersion

A form of tiger team made up of seconded public servants from 

relevant agencies with responsibilities relating to a specific problem

area identified by business and agreed by government, charged 

with developing options for resolving the issue

Framework for Action

PROTOTYPING CONCEPT 04:
Service by Design –
Embedding a bias for service

within the public sector

A common framework of service design

principles and customer service

Infrastructure for trial and

implementation

PROTOTYPING CONCEPT 03:
OneConsultation.gov.au –
Increased consultation options 

in one place

A single place for conducting consultations, 

supplemented by a suite of consultation and 

engagement tools and options to suit a variety 

of stakeholder and agency needs

Benefits of Participating
Public sector agencies and business 

networks are invited to participate in 

proposed areas for improvement

• Contribute to increasing the effectiveness of the 

public sector to build seamless government 

experiences

• Set the scene for improved interactions, including 

reduced transaction costs, improved efficiencies 

and better engagement with industry 

• Achieving better productivity and results for both 

businesses and the community at large

• Build up public sector, private sector and 

intermediary understanding of good interactions.

From Reframing to Reshaping
The design-led approach has opened up avenues for 

innovation and problem solving. A large number of needs, 

viewpoints and experiences have been gathered and the 

results have been assessed to help build a picture of 

where next to focus government efforts to achieve 

potentially very significant positive change.

The project findings report provides a framework for 

improving business and government interactions (to 

reframe the problem), and identifies five concepts that 

could be prototyped to deliver dramatic improvements (to 

reshape the experience), along with number of action 

areas for individual agencies to consider.

The environment in which interactions are taking place is 

dynamic, undergoing significant changes, and impacted 

by resource constraints affecting the public sector.

Improving interactions will reduce frustration, wasted 

effort and inefficiencies, result in better engagement with 

industry and reduced misunderstanding, and achieve 

better productivity and results for both businesses and the 

community at large.

What is Prototyping?
The prototyping process explores specific aspects of a 

problem and possible solutions and can:

• create the conditions for a constructive conversation 

about what does work or not based on trials

• set the scene for further exploration of the issues and 

to elicit deeper insights

• reduce risks of understanding, operation and cost

• provide a sandpit for co-designing solutions with 

businesses, intermediaries and public servants

• enable investors to make ―small bets fast‖ instead of 

going all in with big bets

• allow for spending control — incremental investments 

are based on evidence that solutions are effective; or 

need revision

• create immediate value through insights from users —

early, not at the end.


