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Design is becoming increasingly important
in the public sector and governmental or-
ganisations. In the past few years our wel-
fare states have come to a turning point; left
with fewer and poorer tax payers, states are
expected to be more effective with less re-
sources. In an attempt to ease the challenged
welfare states, the public sector is urging the
creative sector to develop new solutions.

In this thesis, I explore design possibilities
in the public sector. In particular, the possi-

bilities and challenges that exist to influence
the public sector within the context of local
employment services in the municipality of
Sipoo, Finland. This thesis consists of a back-
ground study on service design and employ-
ment services as well as a case study with the
municipality of Sipoo and its employment
services. Through my background research,
I describe service design and the multiple
possibilities it can pose in the public sector.
In addition, I explain the current employ-
ment services at a national and municipal
level and present the relationship between
the unemployed jobseekers, the officials and
the administration as a whole. Through the
case study, I examine what challenges the
unemployed jobseekers face as well as what
needs and dreams they have concerning em-
ployment services.

During the case study, | organized interviews
and workshops with unemployed jobseekers
as well as municipal and national service pro-
viders. Through my research I found specific
challenges and issues that should be taken
into better consideration before designing
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and developing the employment services
further in order to achieve holistically more
sustainable employment services. According
to my research, the terminology, to how un-
employed jobseekers are referred, should be
considered more closely. There is more room
for transparency in the services offered to
the unemployed jobseekers who feel that the
services are inaccessible. In addition, servic-
es should be more supportive and tied to a
local context.

Finally, I propose what the municipality of
Sipoo could do, in order to genuinely hear
the voices of the unemployed jobseekers.
Most importantly, the participation of un-
employed jobseekers needs to be ensured. In
order to ensure participation, transparency
of the employment services needs to be im-
proved. In addition, better support systems
will further enhance participation.

KEY WORDS: municipal services, public sec-
tor design, service design, social design, un-
employed jobseekers
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Muotoilusta on tulossa yha tarkeampaa
julkisen sektorin ja julkishallinnon organisaa-
tioissa. Viime vuosina hyvinvointivaltiomme
ovat kohdanneet kaantopisteen; veronmak-
sajien maara on supistunut ja koyhtynyt,
samalla valtioilta odotetaan enemman te-
hokkuutta vahemmilla varoilla. Hyvinvointi-
valtioden haasteita helpottaakseen julkinen
sektori toivoo luovia ratkaisuja.

Tassa lopputyossa tutkin muotoilun mah-
dollisuuksia julkisella sektorilla. Keskityn
muotoilun asettamiin mahdollisuuksiin ja
haasteisiin erityisesti Sipoon kunnan tyol-
lisyyspalveluissa. Tama tutkielma koostuu
palvelumuotoilun ja tyollisyyspalveluiden
taustatutkimuksesta seka yhdessa Sipoon
kunnan kanssa tehdysta tapaustutkimuk-
sesta. Taustatutkimukseni kautta kuvailen
palvelumuotoilua seka sen moninaisia mah-
dollisuuksia, joita se avaa julkiselle sektorille.
Lisaksi esittelen tamanhetkiset valtakunnal-
liset ja kunnalliset tyollisyyspalvelut ja kuvaan
tyottomien tyonhakijoiden seka palveluid-
en tarjoajien suhdetta. Tapaustutkimukseni
kautta tarkastelen tyottomien tyonhakijoid-
en kohtaamia haasteita, tarpeita ja unelmia
tyollisyyspalveluita koskien.

Tapaustutkimukseni aikana jarjestin haastat-
teluja seka tyopajoja niin tyottomien tyonhaki-
joiden kuin kunnallisten ja valtakunnallisten
palveluiden tarjoajien kanssa. Tutkimukseni
kautta 16ysin tiettyja kohtia, joihin olisi hyva
kiinnittaa huomiota ennen tyollisyyspalve-
luiden edelleen suunnittelua ja kehittamista,

v

jotta palveluista saataisiin kokonaisvaltaises-
ti kestava. Tutkimukseni mukaan olisi tarkea
kiinnittaa huomiota tapaan, jolla tyottomi-
in tyonhakijoihin viitataan. Jotta palveluis-
ta, joita tyottomille tyonhakijoille tarjotaan
saataisiin paremmin saavutettavia, on palve-
luiden lapinakyvyytta tehostettava. Lisaksi,
palveluiden pitaisi tarjota enemman tukea ja
olla sidottu paikalliselle tasolle.

Lopuksi ehdotan Sipoon kunnalle seuraavia
askeleita, joita se voisi ottaa kuullakseen
paremmin tyottomien tyonhakijoiden aanen.
Tarkeimpana ehdotuksena on tydttomien
tyonhakijoiden osallistaminen. Osallistamis-
ta voidaan parantaa lapinakyvammilla palve-
luilla ja tuetummilla palveluilla. Paremmat
tukijarjestelmat lisaisivat osallisuutta entis-
estaan.

ASIASANAT: kunnalliset palvelut, julkisen se-
ktorin muotoilu, palvelumuotoilu, sosiaalin-
en muotoilu, tyottomat tyonhakijat
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Definitions

SERVICE DESIGN a field of design
that aims to optimise services by ho-
listically considering all factors as well
as the entire service process.

CO-DESIGN a creative practice that
can be used as a part of service de-
sign. The aim is to involve the user into
the design process as an expert, and
transmit the user’s insights into the
end result.

SOCIAL DESIGN a form of design
that aims to achieve qualitative change
in individual lives, mitigate inequalities
and strengthen citizen participation
through social change.

UNEMPLOYED JOBSEEKER a
person who has registered as an un-
employed jobseeker through the
TE-Services.

LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED an
unemployed jobseeker who has been
unemployed for over two years.

TE-SERVICES Finland’s national em-
ployment and economic development
service. TE-Services supervise the un-
employed jobseekers and offer a range
of national employment services as
well as collaborate with other national
organisations (e.g. Kela, Finland’s So-
cial Insurance Institution), municipali-
ties and other organisations.



1. Introduction

During my thesis work, [ learned a
great deal about the unemployed job-
seekers’ lives and became very inter-
ested in the unemployed jobseekers,
not just as research subjects but as
people. Originally, I had planned on
designing a solution that would resolve
challenges that unemployed jobseek-
ers face. However, during the course
of making this thesis I understood that
the challenges of the unemployed job-
seekers need deeper understanding
before drawing conclusions and de-
signing new concepts. It is crucial to
recognize the root reasons thoroughly
first. This is why I decided to investi-
gate further into understanding these
challenges.

This thesis results from the Aalto The-
sis Programme in collaboration with
two other students. Through the Aalto
Thesis programme, the municipality of
Sipoo is sponsoring research on em-
ployment services.

In this chapter I present my reasoning
and my grounds for writing this thesis,
my research questions and objectives,
as well as a description of the research
ethics of my thesis.



1.1. Background

According to Keskitalo (2013, pp. 46) so-
cial and employment policies are starting
to merge into one; achieving employment
is becoming the main goal for both and the
idea of unemployment benefits has shift-
ed from merely supporting the unemployed
jobseekers to strongly encouraging them to
become employed. Meanwhile, the Finnish
unemployment rates do not show a sign of
remarkable decrease (Karjalainen, 2013; Ke-
skitalo, 2013; etc.).

From the 1950s until the early 2000s, the
economic growth in the Global North con-
tinued at a steady pace, enabling the western
world to afford a high living standard (Kur-
ronen, 2015; Markussen, 2017 pp. 160). How-
ever, there have been consequences of such
rapid growth: globalization, competition and
the persistence to strive towards lower pric-
es have obliged several companies to move
their manufacturing and production to de-
veloping countries, causing unemployment
rates to rise in the Global North (e.g. Mark-
ussen, 2017 pp. 160).

In the past few years our welfare states have
come to a turning point: left with fewer and
poorer tax payers, states are expected to be
more effective with less resources (Deserti, &
Rizzo, 2015 p. 85; Julier & Kimbell, 2019 pp.12-
13; Kurronen, 2015). There are various rea-
sons for this but especially as a consequence

of the 2008 financial crisis, from which sev-
eral countries have still not recovered, state
funding for public services has since been
decreasing (Deserti, & Rizzo, 2015 pp. 85;
Julier & Kimbell, 2019 pp.13, 15; Markussen,
2017 pp. 160-161). In Europe, the constantly
increasing rates of unemployed people, to-
gether with aging populations and historic
waves of refugees, are challenging the limits
of European social services. Privatization and
marketization are taking over public sectors
and causing inequalities among classes. Un-
employment rates are thus rising and social
values are starting to erode (Julier & Kimbell,
2019; Markussen, 2017). In Finland, the unem-
ployment rate had been steadily rising since
2008, until 2016 when it lowered slightly, but
now it is again steadily rising (Alasalmi et al.
2019 pp.7). During the last decade the costs
of the unemployment benefits have risen
59% and simultaneously the Finnish tax rev-
enue has significantly dropped.

In an attempt to ease the challenged welfare
states, the public sector is urging the crea-
tive sector to develop new solutions. For ex-
ample, in the EU’s 2020 strategy for social
innovation (European Commission, 2010) the
European Commission has committed to fi-
nancially support research programmes on
public sector and social innovation. It sees
that it is vital to highlight fruitful initiatives
and to benchmark these developments in or-
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der to gain a better understanding of public
sector innovation (European Commission,
2010). Also Kurronen (2015) and Markussen
(2017) see social innovation as well as better
structured systems as a solution which could
help in reducing unemployment.

Based on what I have learned during the
course of my studies, I strongly believe that
by investing in the public sector, common
good can be created for all. However, it is
critical to understand that simply by apply-
ing service design alone will not solve big
challenges. The issues that the unemployed
jobseekers are facing are immense, and a ho-
listic approach is needed. During the course
of my studies I have become interested in
service design and how service design can
influence the public sector. In the Spring of
2020 I worked with a multidisciplinary stu-
dent team where we developed a proposal
for a model that allowed a company based in
a developing country, Tanzania, to pay taxes
and pension fees on behalf of its employees.
This project sparked my interest in working
with unemployment issues.

Introduction
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At the time of writing this thesis, I have also
been working as a service design intern at the
Finnish Immigration Service (Migri). From my
work at Migri, I have seen and learned how
public organisations function. This has also
helped me greatly with my thesis. Instead of
claiming to solve unemployment issues, in
this thesis I explore and investigate design
possibilities in the public sector. In particu-
lar, the possibilities and challenges that exist
to influence the public sector within the con-
text of local employment services in the mu-
nicipality of Sipoo, Finland. I am interested in
seeing how the unemployed jobseekers and
the challenges they face could better be tak-
en into consideration when thinking about,
and designing, their employment services.



1.2. Research Questions
and Objectives

This thesis is structured around two research
questions and a set of aims which I will dis-
cuss throughout the thesis:

1. What are the challenges and opportuni-
ties in developing services for unemployed
jobseekers in Finland specifically and in the
local context of the municipality of Sipoo?

2. How might the development of service
design in the public sector and employment
services be improved?

The objectives are to explore service design
in similar public sector contexts through
background research, and to plan and carry
out interviews and workshops with involved
actors; the experts and unemployed job-
seekers in the municipality of Sipoo. I aim to
describe the current employment situation
and to present the relationship between the
unemployed jobseekers, the officials and the
administration as a whole. Through my re-
search I aim to bring forth challenges and is-
sues that should be taken into consideration
before developing the employment services
further. The aim of my thesis is to explore the
introduction of service design in the public
sector, and, through a case study of employ-
ment services, to identify gaps between the-
ory and practice.

In this master’s thesis I have mostly collab-
orated with the municipality of Sipoo and
its rehabilitative work activity programme.
However, during my work on this thesis, I
found that it would have been more fruitful
if I could have been more involved with other
public organisations like TE-Services. Keep-
ing future developments in mind, I also hope
to be able to provide the municipality of
Sipoo with recommendations for improve-
ment in certain areas.

Introduction

1.3. Research Ethics

How to work and deal with research materi-
al collected about human subjects needs to
be taken into consideration especially when
those human subjects are a fragile group of
people. If the data collection methods and
their possible testing and verifying situations
are not organized and handled correctly, the
data may be ethically suspicious. (Flick, 2009,
pp. 36-38).

The unemployed jobseekers who were inter-
viewed and who participated in the work-
shops signed a consent form (see appendix
1) in which they declared to understand that
their participation was voluntary and that
they were free to withdraw from the research
at any given time without giving a reason. I
decided to handle all the research that I con-
ducted with the unemployed jobseekers fully
anonymously. For this reason I also decided
to leave out the names of Sipoo employees
and TE officials who I interviewed and who
participated in the workshops.



2. Design and its Possibilities in
the Public Sector

In this chapter I present service de-
sign together with co-design, social
design and design for social innova-
tion. In each section, I explain how and
why these are important and relevant
to this thesis. Finally, I explore experi-
mentation in the Finnish public sector
especially from the point of view of the
active labour market policy.



2.1. Service Design

Due to the nature of the nature of the case
study, service design is the most relevant
form of design for this thesis. Therefore, I
will first explore what service design is, after
which I will explain how it is relevant to the
public sector, the employment services and
to the municipality of Sipoo. Put very short-
ly, as Lucy Kimbell states, the main idea of
service design is to focus on humans first,
through which service design also seeks ways
to create value for organisation and other
stakeholders (Kimbell, 2011, in Stickdorn and
Schneider, 2011 pp. 48).

With the growth of the service sector in the
late 20th century, “service design” slowly
evolved from processes that were historical-
ly applied to the production of goods (Mager,
2008; Manzini, 2011). Shostack (1982, pp.49)
describes services as something that can-
not be possessed: “they can only be experi-
enced, created or participated in”. Moreover,
because services are perishable and abstract
not only hybrids of services (Manzini, 2011
pp. 25) but also hybrids between products
and services are possible (Shostack, 1982 pp.
49). Today, services and service-based econ-
omies account for 60-70% of the gross do-
mestic product of developed nations. Service
design can refer to designing an entire sys-
tem from start to finish or simply improving
an existing service (Shostack, 1982).

According to both Mager (2008 pp. 355) and
Moritz (Moritz, 2011, in Stickdorn and Sch-
neider, 2011 pp. 31) service design aims to
create services that are “useful, usable, and
desirable” for users, the unemployed job-
seekers in this thesis, and “effective and ef-
ficient” for organisations, the municipality of
Sipoo in this thesis. In addition, according to
the authors, service design enables services
and different areas of the services to work
better holistically for both the service pro-
viders and users. Further, both emphasise
the importance of ensuring that a service
actually is valuable and beneficial. According
to Stickdorn (Stickdorn, 2011, in Stickdorn
and Schneider, 2011 pp. 34) although there is
no common definition to service design, us-
er-centeredness, co-creation, as well as tak-
ing the holistic service and environment into
account, are all core values of service design.

Moreover, the user plays a fundamental role
in the process itself. In order to design a us-
er-centered service, the user of a certain
service must be put at the centre of the ser-
vice design process (Cooper et al., 2007 pp.
49; Stickdorn, 2011, in Stickdorn and Sch-
neider, 2011 pp. 36-37). In order to do this,
honest customer insights are needed. These
customer insights can be gained by using
different qualitative methods, for instance
interviews or workshops (Cooper et al., 2007
pp. 49.50; Stickdorn, 2011, in Stickdorn and

Design and its Possibilities in the Public Sector
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Schneider, 2011 pp. 36-37) which I will discuss
further in the Methods & Process (Chapter 4).

Since not everyone is a trained designer, ser-
vices need to be designed accessible for all
(Manzini, 2009). For instance, in the context
of the employment services while shifting
all of the employment service touchpoints
online would perhaps be convenient for
the service provider, it would not make the
service more accessible for the people that
the service is aimed toward. Doing so would
make the service unavailable for everyone
who does not own a device or the capability
to access these services through a device.

There are several ways to include service
design, in the context of the municipali-
ty of Sipoo and its employment services. As
already mentioned, the core idea of service
design is to focus on humans. In the context
of Sipoo it means that it would be valuable
to first understand what kind of unemployed
jobseekers will be using the service and what

Design and its Possibilities in the Public Sector

their needs and current challenges are. As
briefly mentioned in the Introduction (Chap-
ter 1), during the thesis work, I realised that
the unemployed jobseekers’ challenges are
too complex to attempt to solve in a thesis.
Instead, I find it more valuable to dive deep-
er into these challenges to pursue an under-
standing of the root reasons for these chal-
lenges. Furthemore, I attempt to understand
the current situation by working together
with all stakeholders: the unemployed job-
seekers, Sipoo employees and officials from
other national services, such as the employ-
ment and economic development services
(TE-Services). After understanding the root
reasons it would be logical to start map-
ping out the ideal service. Depending on the
depth of the current challenges, the existing
service could be made more functional or
an entirely new service could be designed.
However, that is not the aim of this thesis, I
will discuss the future of the thesis further in
the Future (Chapter 6.1.).



2.2.1. Co-design

Co-design has evolved from participatory de-
sign that was born in the Scandinavian coun-
tries in the 1970s (Ehn, 2008 pp. 2-3). Accord-
ing to Ehn (2008) it was born because joint
decision-making and participation started to
become important at work places with the
introduction of new technologies. The ini-
tial idea was that everyone affected by de-
sign should also have their voice heard in the
design process. Initially, trade unions aimed
to provoke discussion around the developing
design field and to create project strategies
that included the legitimate participation of
the workforce. (Ehn, 2008 pp. 2-3).

Today, the idea of co-design is that people
participating in the design process are par-
ticipating as co-designers and should be
treated as equals (Ehn, 2008 pp. 2-3). Ac-
cording to Manzini (2015) co-design is a col-
laborative process that can happen between
people who are from different backgrounds,
who have various motivations, and individual
ideas and skills. According to Ehn (2008), this
enables two different strategic values in par-
ticipatory design; a democratic approach of
involving a greater public or a way to benefit
from the quiet knowledge of the participants’
(Ehn, 2008 pp. 3). Deserti and Rizzo (2015,
p.88) argue that by involving the end-users as
actors rather than as clients, a bigger change
can be achieved. Ezio (2015, pp. 94) argues
that in order to enable lasting well-being,

people must be able to obtain the knowledge
and capability they require to deal with their
own problems on their own. In the context
of Sipoo this means that rather than think-
ing about the unemployed jobseekers as pas-
sive users of Sipoo’s employment services,
to think of them more as active players who
also have a say in how things function.

Manzini (2011 pp. 29) points out that current-
ly users are valued varyingly, sometimes in
the design process, sometimes in its appli-
cation, as individuals or as a community. Ac-
cording to Manzini, the most common way
to involve users is to listen to their needs and
desires at the beginning of the design pro-
cess by making the users active in proposing
ideas but passive in the design action part.
However, alongside this approach exists an-
other approach in which the user is an ac-
tive participant in the design process and
who will also be an active user of the end
result (Manzini, 2011 pp. 29). Although, ana-
lysing the data generated by co-design is
challenging and there is no one right way to
deal with it (Julier & Kimbell, 2019 pp. 7-8),
participatory design has grown valuable for
businesses and organisations as it gives them
a way to ensure that existing skills remain in
the organisation and that those skills can be
made into a resource (Ehn, 2008 pp. 2-3). An
additional benefit to using co-design is that
it brings people together and creates a sense

Design and its Possibilities in the Public Sector
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of shared ownership, and in doing so, collab-
oration will also be easier to do also in the
future (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011, pp. 198-
199).

Co-design is relevant to this thesis because
through workshops and interviews with
the unemployed jobseekers, I plan to in-
volve them in the design process. I believe
they have a lot of quiet knowledge that has
not been utilized in the development of em-
ployment services in Sipoo before. This also
gives the research subjects, in Sipoo’s case
mainly the unemployed jobseekers, a chance
to express their thoughts, needs and chal-
lenges concerning the employment services
in a more general way. According to Julier &
Kimbell (2019 pp. 3-4) co-design can also be
a way to express social design, e.g. address-
ing challenges, such as inequalities through
workshops.



2.2.2. Social Design

Simply put, social design means designing
for everyone and aiming for accessibility for
all (Manzini, 2009). Although, in general all
design is social to some extent, social design
emphasises participatory and collective ap-
proaches of change-making. Traditionally,
social design is defined as design that is in
contrast with commercial design where the
objective is a common good instead, con-
trary to commercial interests. (Armstrong
et. al, 2014 pp. 15; Markussen, 2017 pp. 162).
Therefore there are different kinds of moti-
vations and approaches, as well as audiences
and impacts to social design. Social design
can be embedded in governmental policies
and public services and social design can be
carried out by designers and non-designers
(Armstrong et. al, 2014 pp. 15) Furthermore,
social design is usually a part of the work
done together with the public sector, gov-
ernmental departments, activists and com-
munity or voluntary groups (Armstrong et.
al, 2014 pp. 15).

Since the aim of social design is to mitigate
inequalities and strengthen citizen partic-
ipation, affecting social change, politics are
inevitably a part of social design (Markus-
sen, 2017 pp.165-166). Social design can also
merely aim to confront the symptoms of ine-
qualities, even if it does not directly address
the cause of inequality (Julier & Kimbell,
2019 pp.12). Hence, social design may have

a chance of affecting politics and creating
change but it rarely leads to a macro-level
movement. On the other hand Julier & Kim-
bell (2019 pp.12) point out that confronting
inequalities head-on is nearly impossible in
our current neoliberal world since neoliber-
alism is dependent on these inequalities and
hence the cause of several inequalities in the
first place.

Kimbell & Julier (2019 pp.16) propose that in
social design research, the objectives and
intended outcomes of a project may change
during the course of a project. Also the ques-
tions and methods may evolve as the data, and
its outputs are recomposed, and connections
and consequences are recognized (Kimbell
and Julier, 2019 pp.10-11, 16). Furthermore, ex-
ploration is important both during research
and when reassembling the data. According
to Markussen (2017 pp. 172) the social value
in social design is about achieving qualitative
change in individual lives through relatively
small actions. This makes the whole journey
of the research process important, not only
the end result. It also gives meaning and im-
portance to the unemployed jobseekers’ in-
volvement. Therefore, even simply testing
and seeing what happens will be valuable
and give some kind of insights of the current
situation of the employment services in the
municipality of Sipoo.
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