
ontent design is a relatively 
new discipline, but it’s al-
ready becoming sought after. 
Sadly, it is a discipline where 

people, without knowledge about the 
field, will often assume that it’s only 
about writing text. To demystify this no-
tion, I’m going to share with you what 
it’s all about and why we need it. In 
particular, I want to highlight the need 
for a cultural shift in service develop-
ment.

Content is for users

At the heart of content design is users. 
Knowing who your users are, what 
they do and what they need means 
that you’re winning half the battle to 
create a useable service. The hard part 
is ensuring that this is reflected in the 
development process. 

Our work is woven throughout the 
whole fabric of a user’s journey, from 
the moment they arrive to the service, 
navigate through various screens and 
finally to when they leave the service. 
Throughout that process, knowing the 
needs of a user is extremely important 
and we work with all types of users to 
understand what their individual needs 
are. 

You’ll find us looking at web analytics 
to understand what makes a user visit 

a page, if the content is relevant, is it 
redundant or how we can improve on 
it. We interact with our users through 
workshops, pair writing and user re-
search interviews. We audit content and 
present our findings, proving why we 
need to take the direction we’ve pre-
sented. All of this helps give an over-
all picture of what is required from a 
digital service. 

Our aim is to create digital services that 
meets user needs, is easy to understand 
and is effortless to navigate.

Change in culture

Content designers are invaluable and 
the challenge we face is how to inte-
grate our models into service develop-
ment. There needs to be a cultural shift 
in the process of service delivery and a 
cohesive model that both designers and 
developers can contribute to.

So how can we do this? Let’s begin by 
sharing our ways of working. 

Developers should be encouraged 
to learn more about what we do and 
how our work informs what they do. 
In addition, ‘lunch and learn’ sessions 
are a great way to exchange skills and 
encourage new working models.

Essentially we all want to understand 
what users need from the very begin-
ning and by doing so create a digital 
service that works for everyone. And 
as content designers we don’t do this 
alone. We work alongside UX designers, 
user researchers and service designers 
to feed into all of this to create a user-
centred experience.

The days when an organisation would 
hire a web developer to create a website, 
and then a year later hire another web 
developer to redesign the same website, 
spending huge amounts of money are 
gone. This is where content designers, 
researchers and UX designers come in. 

If you would like to find out more 
about content design, feel free to speak 
to our team of content designers – we 
promise we won’t bite!

Embedding content design - a cultural shift 
needed to digital services
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elcome to Kainos Design, 
the Design Capability at 
Kainos, and welcome to 
our first print publication.

When the Kick Off was announced 
we looked for ways to share our work 
and what we do. After considering 
presentations, microsites and apps we 
opted for the newspaper you hold in 
your hands.

Paper can be an odd choice for a 
group of people that build digital 
products and services. An odd but, 
we’d argue, appropriate choice:
Paper is tactile, it persists. It seeks 
your attention, it requires longer en-
gagement, it encourages serendipity, it 
starts conversations.

Paper is context specific: here at the 
Kick Off we are all in one location 
with (hopefully) some time to kill, or 
the need to be distracted. Wifi may be 
flaky, or our phones out of juice. This 
paper could be a good distraction.
Paper can question our assumptions 
of how people interact with services. 
While digital is now central to our 
lives, ‘offline’ touchpoints are still 
integral to our experiences.

In the next 4 pages we describe our 
work with the NI Police Ombudsman 
(p3), introduce Content Design (p1), 
Interview a Delivery Manager (p2) 
and a new starter (p4), Discuss how 
we do design critiques (p3), take you 
back to our away day (p3), and put 
forward our plans for the future (p4).

Enjoy and thank you.
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arren (Denny) McIlveen | 
Delivery Manager | DVSA 

  What’s your view on XD?
I have a very positive and open attitude towards 
Experience Design (XD). Before the XD journey 
started in Kainos there was a lesser emphasis on user 
needs, and ‘design’ (visual and content) was picked 
up by developers.

The turning point for me was watching users strug-
gle with a clunky feature on DEFRA and realising 
that if we, as managers, had understood the value of 
XD and driven the customer to the same realisation, 
the users would be having a better time.

 Has XD added real value?
Absolutely. The work by Tom Carrington (and oth-
ers) on DVSA MOT around design debt is a great 
example. The MOT service was under significant 
time pressure in the early days and we had accrued 
significant design debt. GDS had some concerns in 
this area too.

The XD team developed weighted criteria with 
which to assess design debt. The model was used to 
evaluate the key features of the service and arrive 
at a prioritized backlog of design debt. We made it 
easy for our stakeholders to appreciate the impact of 
design debt, the value of tackling it and ultimately 
getting agreement to do just that.

It was a fantastic piece of work.

 What if there was no XD?
You would effectively be guessing that you’re build-
ing the right thing in the right way. On DVSA MOT 
we had a search feature to help a MOT tester find 
a vehicle defect. It wasn’t subject to the sort of 
research and design rigour that we have now and 
therefore it was a poor user experience and rarely 
used. We’ve since tackled it properly and post-release 
research tells us it is a much more valuable and 
heavily used feature.

 One thing you like about having XD on your 
 team

XD bring a human element to the engineering side 
of what we do. They bring user needs to life for the 
rest of the team. Recordings of user research ses-
sions are invaluable to both our engineers and the 
client alike in illuminating the behaviour of real us-
ers using our software/prototypes.

 Does everyone get it?
Probably not. It’s surprising that XD aren’t lobby-
ing managers like me to truly appreciate the value of 
XD so they can use their influence and networks to 
make it more central to how we deliver software.

 What do we still need to do as a 
 capability?

XD still needs to be more clearly defined and com-
municated to the wider Kainos community. Service 
Design used to be the ‘brand’ but we began to real-
ise that user research and design is an entirely differ-
ent beast to the service design discipline. So I get the 
rebranding to XD but perhaps be clearer about the 
role of the various disciplines it encapsulates.

 A top tip for the XD team
Sell what you do and the value you bring to your 
colleagues and use their voices in addition to your 
own to spread the message.

XD bring a human 
element to the 
engineering side of 
what we do. They bring 
user needs to life for 
the rest of the team.

XD meets DM

 Darren (Denny) McIlveen

EXPLORE: 
The Design Genome Project

Created and maintained by InVision, The Design 
Genome Project is an ongoing work of research and 
investigation that deconstructs the practices, organi-
sational structures and processes of the design teams 
at some of the world’s leading design-forward com-
panies. So far has featured giants like Netflix, Slack, 

Shopify, Capital One and Pinterest but it is open to 
any team that wants to apply and share what makes 
them unique with the rest of the design community.
https://www.invisionapp.com/enterprise/design-
genome/

WATCH: 
10 UX Challenges for the Next 25 Years (Jakob 
Nielsen Keynote)

Last February at the UX Conference in Las Vegas, 
Jakob Nielsen presented his UX directions for the 
future: How UX roles will evolve, and how UX in-
volvement can solve major challenges for the world.
https://www.nngroup.com/videos/10-ux-challenges-
next-25-years-jakob-nielsen-keynote

READ: 
Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind.

This isn’t a book about User Experience as such, but 
instead tells the history of us humans on this planet 
and what makes us unique. In Sapiens, Dr. Yuval 
Noah Harari spans the whole of human history, 
from the very first humans to walk the earth to the 
radical – and sometimes devastating – breakthroughs 
of the Cognitive, Agricultural and Scientific Revolu-
tions. Drawing on insights from biology, anthropol-
ogy, paleontology and economics, he explores how 
the currents of history have shaped our human 
societies, the animals and plants around us, and even 
our personalities.
Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, by Yuval 
Noah Harari.
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n a chilly November 
morning, 32 of the 
Kainos Experience 
Design team, travelled 

from far and wide to the Museum 
of London, Docklands for our 
team away day. It was an op-
portunity to catch-up with old 
colleagues, meet new faces and 
celebrate some of the great work 
the team has done in the past 
year. 

In recent times the team has 
changed a lot. Just a year ago 
there were 20 of us and 3 years 
ago there were only a handful of 
us. Now the team is approaching 
45 people. 

As Kainos grows, it is important 
that the Experience Design team 

grows in parallel, keeping sight of 
our values, our core beliefs and 
how we fit within other sections 
of Kainos is vital to continuing 
the success of the team. 

One of the challenges we face is 
growing the team across multiple 
locations. Our main bases are 
Belfast, London and Gdansk, 
with Bristol and surrounding area 
steadily growing. A key part of 
our away day was building the 
connections within our commu-
nity. When we’re remote we have 
regular calls, catch-ups, critiques 
and aim to do one monthly 
meetup a month at the bigger 
locations.

Our skills are in high demand 
within our projects and our roles 

are also starting to become more 
specialised, for example, we have 
increased our content design 
team from 1 to 4 in the last 6 
months.

Defining what, how and why we 
do our roles has become a key 
focus for the team within the dis-
ciplines of UX, research, content 
and service design. During the 
away day Dan Kemp (Digital 
Services, Product Principal) ran a 
workshop around developing our 
consultancy skills. As experience 
design practitioners we champion 
the user and design services built 
on solid user needs, however it 
can often be difficult to sell the 
value of our work when facing 
delivery constraints. The session 
enabled us to talk about the good, 
the bad and the ugly of our expe-
riences and gave us lots of ideas 
of how to move forward. 

Over the next few months, we 
will be sharing more about our 
methods and practices, stay tuned 
on Yammer!

esign critiques are about sharing designs 
with a small group of experts and discussing 
how effectively they align with the design 
goals. 

Tom Carrington has written several blogs on the topic, 
and highlights that any designer can write a critique 
brief – outlining the design problem and solution. This 
brief can include specific areas that the designer would 
like feedback on. Members of the Design Capabil-
ity will volunteer to take part, along with a facilitator 
(usually a senior designer with plenty of UX experi-
ence). The facilitator will be responsible for ensuring 
that everyone understands the issues, as well as taking 
notes and moderating the feedback.

The critique has a clear agenda to make sure it is 
completed within 30mins. It begins with the designer 
outlining the context and the problem. After clarifi-
cation that everyone understands the problem, the 
designer shows their work. The floor is then opened 
up to the group, who discuss how the design decisions 
made align with the goals, and question choices that 
have been made. At the end of the session, the designer 
outlines what they plan to do as next steps.    

Design critiques are recorded on a Trello board – in-
cluding all notes and design artefacts, so that everyone 
can learn from the discussions and solutions identified. 
The board also contains all the information a designer 
needs to organise a critique and a template for writing 
the critique brief. 

Kainos UX Designer Gurur Sarbanoglu says “When 
you’re fully immersed in a project, you get blinded 
by the design choices you make. Having your work 
go through a design critique means having fresh pairs 
of eyes looking at what you’ve done and giving you 
instant insight to things you may have missed.”

Top 5 Tips 

 Adding more people doesn’t lead to better 
 sessions. More people means more interruptions 

and makes it more difficult to keep discussion natural - 
we wouldn’t recommend more than 5 people 

 Constrain scope. Try to focus on either 
 interaction or approach. Trying to fit too much 

into one session makes it less productive and results in 
fried brains

 Make sure everyone understands a design’s  
 context and goals before exploring the solu-

tion. It is vital to make a distinction between what a 
design is trying to achieve and whether it achieves it. 
Making the context very clear makes sure that the dis-
cussion stays on track about how effectively the design 
is meeting its goals

 Provide plenty of supporting artefacts in  
 advance so that everyone comes to the game 

ready to play. Get everything up on Trello to keep the 
critique on schedule

 Use the term ‘audience‘ not ‘critics’. It puts  
 the presenter at ease and opens the rest of the 

team up to learning. It’s just nicer.

“It may seem nerve-racking, but ultimately it’s ex-
tremely rewarding knowing that all the comments you 
receive are there to improve the work.”

have an interesting proposition to make 
you...”

Now it’s not that I don’t trust Nikos Karalouanis 
our head of capability but I’d be lying if I said 
my heart didn’t sink momentarily.  “No, no you 
don’t” was my jokey but slightly nervy response.  
I feared the worst as I had come to the London 
office to talk about my next project but typically 
Nikos had caught me off guard. 

For once though I was pleasantly taken aback by 
the project he described.  A six-week discovery 
piece for the Office of the Police Ombudsman in 
Northern Ireland (PONI).  In fact, it meant I’d be 
travelling to Belfast which I thought was slightly 
ironic given that a large amount of my Belfast 
based colleagues would be heading the other way.

So what can I tell you about the project itself?  
Well let’s start by saying that this isn’t a typi-
cal discovery project that most of us are used to 
working on. It bears all the trademarks of a classic 
discovery in terms of identifying who the users of 
the service are and unearthing their needs but the 
end goal of this discovery was to develop a busi-
ness case for the Office of the PONI to redevelop 
their casework management system which will be 
out of support in 2019.  

So for the first couple of weeks I spent my time 
trying to get a better understanding of the users 
from administrative staff to senior investigators 
using a technique called Contextual Inquiry. This 
involves interviewing and observing people in 
their working environment to get really rich infor-
mation about their work practices, the tools and 
equipment they use as well as the social, technical 
and physical environments inside and outside the 
office.  

What I discovered is a really rich working envi-
ronment that involves lots of paper from writ-
ten statements to faxed copies of letters some of 
which get scanned into the system multiple times!  
This sits alongside tons of physical evidence 
that needs to be stored securely and this ranges 
from car parts to mobile video footage to peoples 
stomach contents which wasn’t quite what I had 
expected to see.

All of this is blended in with a really strong sense 
of teamwork, camaraderie and professionalism 
from the staff at the PONI.  The beauty of using 
a research technique like contextual inquiry in 
this Discovery is that it helps you to see the vari-
ous little workarounds that people employ to get 
the job done and make life simpler as well as the 
things that cause pain.  It is only by understand-
ing things at this kind of level that you can truly 
start to develop a set of robust user needs and 
pain points.    

Design critiques
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Can you make the 
logo bigger?

The developers 
have designed & 
built it already

Can you make it 
look pretty?

Writing copy? 
How hard can 
it be?

Just make it 
pop!

Can we have 
some UX on 
this?

Can you jazz it 
up a bit?

I’ll tell you what 
users need

I don’t know 
what I want yet, 
but it isn’t that

No pressure, but 
I need it ASAP

1 4 72 5 83 6 9 10



ith our User Research and 
Design team continuously 
growing, newly joined Rod, 
kindly allowed us to ask 

him a few questions about his role and 
expertise. 

 What intrigues you about UX  
 Design?

All the different ways that people’s ex-
perience is affected by design. Such as 
whether it’s through use (or a mix) of 
psychology, cognitive science or behav-
ioural science. The list goes on.

 What has been your favourite UX 
 project and why?

This is a difficult one. I find all projects 
have their own merits and are reward-

ing in their own right. The project 
I am currently on is for the HMPO 
(Her Majesty’s Passport Office). It’s 
a nice project where we need to cater 
for a lot of different types of passport 
applications, journeys, scenarios and 
user needs. I’ve only recently joined the 
project though, so maybe check back 
with me in a few months when I’m out 
of my honeymoon period.

 Do you have a prediction on the 
 future of UX design?

UX/CX (User Experience/Customer 
Experience) will become associated 
with not just good design but as a 
standard. Or rather a bar will be set, 
that all products and services will try to 
adhere to, or achieve. People’s expec-
tations of experience products and 
services will increase each year. Spaces 
that might not currently think of UX as 
important, may well do in the future. 
For example, the sphere of data and 
privacy, the likes of GDPR (General 
Data Protection Regulation) aims to 

address, will gain more traction in the 
future. At least, that’s my hope.

 Share a UX design tip?
Be curious, ask plenty of questions. 
There’s no such thing as a stupid 
question – and especially, ask why. 
Observing people, their behaviours and 
empathy goes a long way.

 Do you have any hidden 
 talents?

No comment.

 If you could have a superpower,
 what would it be and why?

At first, I was going to say the ability to 
manipulate the space-time continuum. 
Then I thought the superpower to 
grant superpowers would be better, as 
I could then grant myself unlimited 
superpowers, including the one above.

 What’s the funniest thing that 
 happened to you recently?

Kainos hired me.

 

 Tell us something we don’t know 
 about you?

I used to practice various forms of 
martial arts. Bruce Lee is my idol. I 
also performed lion dancing – Google it 
if you don’t know what it is.

e could assume you know 
who we are, especially if 
you work in Digital Ser-

vices, but here is a quick intro:
We are a team of 45 researchers, UX 
designers, content designers, service 
designers, and creative designers. 
We use insight to define and design 
products and services. 

Where can you find us? Well, you can 
tell the maturity of a team by looking 
at how they embed design in their 
processes. Less mature teams will 
include our skills as an afterthought, 
if at all, while more mature and 
value-centred teams will incorporate 
design skills throughout, from insight, 
to defining services, to designing 
interfaces, and testing with users.
Over the years we have taken dif-
ferent guises; we started as the UX 

team, became the User Research and 
Design team, and we are now the 
Experience Design Capability. Previ-
ously we mentioned the need for re-
search, while on the front page of this 
paper we describe content design. 
Here, I want to expand on ‘design’.

For us ‘design’ is more than the 
interface. Look around you, every 
experience of a service or product has 
been designed, from how you become 
aware of a service to how you interact 
with a product. Design is a lot more 
than the aesthetic layer. As Tinker 
Hatfield said ‘the aim is to solve a 
problem first, and if it looks good 
great’; this is what we do: we ensure 
we deliver the right thing, the right 
way, and for the right reasons.
‘Design’ helps focus the message on 
what we do, not how we achieve it; 

on outcomes, not process. We design, 
the tools and methods we use are key 
to our success, but it is not always 
necessary to expose others to them. 
Delivery is our focus. At a recent 
pitch, the client was interested in our 
design credentials over our techni-
cal achievements. So it makes sense 
to centre around a single ‘design’ 
message and use the technical pow-
erhouse that backs us as a differentia-
tor.

We have so far spent time establish-
ing the capability and incorporating 
design within projects. Aside from 
the focus on people mentioned by 
Colette in a recent Yammer post, this 
year we need to:

Define how we ‘land’ on projects so 
we are set for success. While there 

are examples where design was suc-
cessfully incorporated, there were 
instances where we could have done a 
lot better.

Work on developing design offer-
ings we can sell to clients. Clients 
may not always be ready to dive into 
delivering solutions. How can we use 
our insight and design skills to help 
them define the right thing that will 
add value to their business and their 
users?

Define how ‘design’ is incorporated 
across Kainos’ products and ser-
vices as we are becoming a cross-BU 
capability.

A lot to do then.
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