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Introduction

Social work with groups has become a poly-paradigmatic specialisation 
in the field of direct social work practice. Groupwork brings together 
approaches and theories that enable professionals to analyse, design, 
and evaluate effective group dynamics to achieve previously defined 
objectives (López Peláez, 2015). Consequently, the relationship between 
social worker and service user needs to be recalibrated to take into 
account users’ autonomy and maturity, and the fact that they are fellow 
citizens with full rights under law. Indeed, citizens’ needs, preferences, 
and perspectives should be given priority in the client-provider 
relationship (Bunn and Marsh, 2019). Given that users and experts, 
citizens and social workers, all look at participation methodologies from 
different perspectives, there needs to be a balance of agency from the 
initial diagnosis stage to ensure ‘equitable arrangements’ (Thorpe and 
Gamman, 2011). In relation to this, social workers now have access 
to an increasing number of projects that are incorporating co-design 
methodologies in social intervention projects.

Social design is a design approach that seeks to address societal 
issues. It involves the application of design-based principles and 
practices for the analysis of social reality (Siu and Wong, 2019). 
The objective of social design is to find new and better solutions for 
diagnosing, intervening in, and evaluating social problems, whatever 
they may be. Design for social innovation ‘refers to a vast field 
resulting from the intersection of the entire range of social innovation 
phenomena […] with expert design in all its contemporary shapes 
and forms’ (Manzini, 2015, p.63). Furthermore, social design and 
innovation are moving closer to social work, to the point of forming 
interdisciplinary teams aimed at making greater progress in solving 
social problems, which highlights the positive contribution of co-
design in stimulating social innovation (Selloni and Corubolo, 2017).

In this article, we analyse contributions of co-design that could be 
applied to group dynamics. This interdisciplinary focus combining 
co-design and social work with groups enables us to widen the debate 
on group dynamics and enter into dialogue with other theoretical 
approaches such as the ecological/systems and empowerment-based 
perspectives (Garvin, Gutiérrez and Galinsky, 2004). In particular, 
we examine some of the co-design methods that provide specific 
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benefits to group dynamics. Lastly, we propose ten recommendations 
for using co-design to improve social workers’ social interventions 
with groups.

Co-design and group dynamics

Co-design is an approach – and a working methodology – that focuses 
on design processes and procedures (design thinking). It is considered 
a particularly suitable method for tackling complex social problems 
and providing innovative solutions through techniques that involve 
people who are directly affected by design decisions, and know and 
understand the problems first-hand in a comprehensive and profound 
way (Blomkamp, 2018; Bradwell and Marr, 2008; Burkett, 2012; Cook, 
2011; Sanders and Stappers, 2008). All parties concerned are involved 
both in the process of defining the issues in question and finding 
solutions. In this regard, co-design is a creative approach in which 
mutual learning and understanding of the other are fundamental; a 
premise that lies at the heart of social work practice.

For these reasons, we believe that co-design is a useful methodology 
that could expand on the methods already applied in social work 
with groups and more specifically with self-help and goal-oriented 
groups. According to Cristina de Robertis and Henri Pascal (2007), 
the techniques employed in social work with groups should not be 
regarded as a constraint, but rather as a tool within an intervention 
strategy that pursues social change. If adequately applied, co-design 
methods could help to achieve this change in social work with groups. 
Moreover, when applied to group dynamics, co-design could be an 
appropriate tool to help groups achieve their objectives.

Definition and characteristics of co-design

Co-design is a democratic approach (Sanders and Stappers, 2008) 
based on cooperation, social interaction, and equal power relations. 
It is a creative process that requires constant reflection on the actions 
proposed (Schön, 1983) throughout the stages of the process – from its 
inception when problems are analysed and prototypes are built, to the 
testing of ideas, adjustment, and the final evaluation. The methodology 
aims to foster collaboration and interaction among group members, 
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and decisions are only made after setting shared goals and conducting 
open discussions.

In the course of working with stakeholders and practitioners from 
other fields, it involves developing ‘a shared mental model (Jones et al, 
2011; Ozesmi et al, 2004; Morgan et al, 2002; Langan-Fox et al, 2001) 
to provide a mechanism by which new information is filtered, stored 
and used to reach common goals’ (Irbite, 2014, p.417). Designers play 
the role of facilitators, creating the proper climate for people to relate 
to each other, communicate, be creative, and share ideas.

The principal characteristics of co-design methodology are as follows 
(Blomkamp, 2018):

• Co-design is a design-led process.
 The models used involve iteration. One of the most well-known 

models is the Double Diamond model (Design Council, 2015).
• Co-design follows the principles of participatory design
 People are creative and experts in their own experiences and have 

‘the capacity to participate in and direct change in their lives’ 
(Burkett, 2012, p.8).

• Co-design uses visual and tangible tools to access, generate, and test 
experiences and ideas. 

 There are three types of techniques for co-design: telling, enacting, 
and making. These techniques are used to generate and test ideas 
relatively quickly and uncover non-verbal, non-linear, intuitive, 
and emotional knowledge.

Bradwell and Marr (2008, p.17) argued that co-design ‘shifts power 
to the process, creating a framework that defines and maintains the 
necessary balance of rights and freedoms between participants’. 
According to Iedema et al. (2010), co-design is a deliberative and 
reflexive process for the creation of a dialogical research methodology, 
from which practical solutions can emerge. It is intersubjective and 
generates locally validated and valued ways of structuring reality. 
Given its interactive and interpersonal nature, it brings people 
together to create negotiating dynamics between them. This forges 
new commitments and new discourse that span socio-cultural and 
professional relationships as well as personal boundaries. The locus 
of power is not determined beforehand, but rather is developed and 
achieved by all.
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In this regard, the co-design approach and social work with groups 
share many elements in common. For example, the techniques 
used in social work with groups aim to create a common feeling, 
teach active thinking, develop capacities for cooperation, exchange, 
responsibility and autonomy, and foster a positive attitude towards 
relational problems, thus favouring the adaptation or social 
transformation of the person and the group (Fernández García and 
López Peláez, 2006, p.260); objectives that are also fundamental to 
co-design processes.

Since the early 2000s, several studies have examined the application 
of co-design in fields such as health (Boyd, Mckernon and Old, 2012), 
education (Garcia et al, 2014; Pelta, 2020), social integration policies 
(Cumbula, Sabiescu and Cantoni, 2017), and citizen participation 
(Cantú and Selloni, 2013), among others.

How can co-design contribute to enhancing group dynamics?

Communication is an essential element in all stages of social work with 
groups: from the very beginning, when the social worker has to explain 
the group tasks and objectives, create an environment of trust, promote 
cohesion and joint collaboration, and encourage the active participation 
of all members, to the final stage when the group is dissolved, which 
should be as positive and non-traumatic as possible.

More specifically, during the self-regulation process to ensure 
the correct functioning of the group, conflicts may arise between 
the members due to communication problems. This is a significant 
factor in differentiating mature from immature groups. As Villegas-
Castrillo (1993, pp.124-125) argued, the poverty of communication and 
organisation in immature groups is evident, as well as the lack of clarity 
of roles and goals, all of which leads to insufficient cohesion and lack 
of participation. In mature groups, the situation is different. There is a 
favourable climate for the expression of feelings and opinions, aims and 
objectives are stated more explicitly, and the integration of individual 
values and goals with those specific to the group is facilitated, which 
encourages active participation in common responsibilities.

Although social work with groups employs its own methods, 
techniques, and approaches, co-design can contribute to improving 
communication processes in group dynamics. One of the reasons 
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is that the designer must begin by communicating the actions to be 
performed according to the ‘designed affordances’, using no other 
medium than the design itself (Norman, 2019).

Designers habitually structure and order information to make 
messages understandable by means of graphic models and codes, 
images, sketches, and diagrams that ‘are aids to internal thinking as 
well as aids to communicating ideas and instructions to others’ (Cross, 
2006, p. 11; Everling et al, 2018, p. 179). In co-design processes, 
designers are concerned not only with facilitating group dynamics, 
but also with creating tools for expression, visualisation, and ideation 
that help group members to generate concepts, better manage their 
perceptions, and reach a reasonable consensus.

Applied to social work with groups, the co-design methodology 
shapes ideas (for example, through prototypes and drawings) which, 
in turn, promote dialogue and interaction. As a result, people are 
better able to express themselves and share their interests, concerns, 
and feelings.

Co-design can also help people become more aware of their creative 
capacity (understood as a means of problem solving and decision 
making). The premise is that all people are creative, even if they do not 
consider themselves to be. Indeed, as Sanders and Stappers (2012, p.15) 
pointed out, ‘since many adults in our society don’t engage in creative 
activities regularly, they may not see themselves as being creative’.

Creativity (individual or collective) is a broad concept that is difficult 
to define. However, when defining social intervention processes 
from the perspective of co-design, it is understood as a process that 
makes people sensitive to problems, deficiencies, cracks or gaps in 
knowledge and leads them to identify difficulties, seek solutions, 
make speculations or formulate hypotheses, approve and check these 
hypotheses, modify them if necessary, and communicate the results 
(Torrance, 1965 cited in Esquivias, 2004, p.5).

The awareness of problems, but also the capacity to seek solutions, 
is part of the empowerment process that is stimulated by social work 
with groups. and is inherent in co-design given that it is a creative 
process per se that, ‘can put everyone on the same playing field and 
support a shared language, and you have a design space that supports 
the exploration of new ideas, even in wicked problem situations’ 
(Sanders and Stappers, 2012, p.23).
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In relation to creativity, understood as the ability to identify 
problems and seek solutions, it should be remembered that social 
intervention projects based on the contributions of art are nothing 
new (Shenaar-Golan and Walter, 2018), but already form part of the 
dynamics characteristic of social work with groups (Kelly and Doherty, 
2016). Although the same cannot be said of design, over the last two 
decades co-design has begun to be used in the ‘social’ sphere.

Whether it be art or design (through co-design), what promotes 
creative approaches are relationships between people and the fact that 
they help build frameworks of interaction that benefit the participants 
and the community in which they are embedded (Ricart and Saurí, 
2009).

While creativity plays a fundamental role in co-design, it is just one 
of a number of features within a process that comprises other elements 
of equal importance, such as participation, empowerment, relations 
and interactions, visibility, recognition, and dialogue, among others. 
With regard to artistic projects, which we believe are also applicable 
to co-design, Ricart and Saurí (2009, pp.14-18) highlighted that they 
provide participants with a series of benefits as follows:

• Visibility and recognition. Changing the way certain groups are 
perceived, making them more visible, and facilitating reconciliation 
and recognition.

• Opportunities. Building bridges between people and institutions 
and offering alternatives to their situation.

• Relations and interactions. Creating networks and encouraging 
interaction between the stakeholders involved. Shared tasks 
provide a basis for strengthening relationships between group 
members and their community.

• Understanding and communication. Providing new ways of 
understanding, of relating to the environment, and learning new 
means of expression and communication that help to modify 
established discourses.

• Emotions. Working with emotions can contribute to improved 
self-esteem, recognition, and social impact in the community.

• Empowerment. Promoting personal and social transformation 
through change, making it possible ‘to move from developing a 
passive role as spectator to becoming involved stakeholders who 
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produce and express diverse opinions and points of view’ (Ricart 
and Saurí, 2000, p.17).

Although designers are accustomed to providing concrete solutions, 
through co-design they can provide a method and tools that facilitate 
the involvement of group members in developing and testing new 
solutions that can be adapted to their actions and context. This is 
applicable to social work with groups in general and goal-oriented and 
self-help groups in particular. As Britton (2017, pp.41-42) states, co-
design ‘goes beyond the anodyne ideal of collaboration: it is something 
that deals with the development of intention and the establishment of 
relationships that form a foundation to meet future challenges’.

But what are the methods, techniques, and tools of co-design and 
how can they be applied to social work with groups? When classifying 
the stages in a group’s lifecycle, although there is consensus regarding 
the three fundamental stages (initial stage, intermediate stage, and final 
stage), there are also some notable exceptions, such as the three stages 
in Northen’s model (1969) or the seven stages in Sarri and Galinski’s 
model (1985, pp.72-77). Taking as a reference the five stages of social 
work with groups proposed by López Peláez’s (2015), what follows 
are details of some basic co-design techniques (Cook, 2011; Develop 
Impact & You (DIY/NESTA), n.d.); Kimbell, 2014; Kimbell and Julier, 
2012; IDEO, 2009; Service Design Tools, 2020; NESTA, 2020) applied 
to group dynamics:

First stage: Design, diagnosis, and preparation

Objectives
• Assess problems effectively.
• Determine goals or achievements.
• Accomplish suitable group composition.
• Schedule groupwork.

Co-design techniques 
• Self-reflection.
• Create a storyworld.
• Find out something unexpected.
• Persona method.
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Outcomes 
• Identification of motivations, expectations, and goals of potential 

group members.
• Support recruitment of group members.

Second stage:Initial stage of the group; inclusion and orientation

Objectives
• Achieve a climate of trust.
• Introduce group members correctly.
• Set objectives, purposes, and goals.
• Establish confidentiality of information exchanged in the group.
• Develop standards.
• Define and adjust the role of the social worker.

Co-design techniques 
• Identify topics.
• Visualise the drivers of change.
• Define problems/proposals.
• Share stories.
• Create areas of opportunity.

Outcomes
• Clear definition of objectives and goals.
• Reinforced interactions, exchange of information and points of view.

Third stage: transition

Objectives
• Reassess and strengthen the purpose of the group.
• Increase the level of group trust.
• Strengthen group cohesion.
• Clarify rules.
• Address group fears and resistance.

Co-design techniques 
• User experience map or customer journey map.
• Empathy map.
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Outcomes
• Greater knowledge of what people feel and their actions.
• Group members understand others better.
• Dialogue strengthens group cohesion.

Fourth stage: Work and correspondence stage. Achievement of 
goals

Objectives
• Structure the working group.
• Support each person to progress resolutely and actively.
• Increase the degree of power of group members.
• Achieve a higher level of group cohesion and trust.
• Achieve the established goals. Increase the social competence of 

group members.
• Assess group process and progress and the evolution of each 

participant.

Co-design techniques
• Prototyping.

Outcomes
• Improved decision making.
• Strengthened communication and increased social competence of 

group members.

Fifth stage: final stage. Disengagement of participants from the 
group

Objectives
• Monitor the reactions of the participants in relation to their 

disengagement from the group.
• Manage emotional reactions effectively.
• Evaluate the group and its achievement of the proposed goals 

exhaustively.
• Integrate and interpret the group experience.
• Address unfinished and unresolved questions and establish a 
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strategy to deal with them.
• Analyse the activity of the social worker and group members.
• Promote sustained, long-term improvement and strengthen the 

goals achieved.

Co-design techniques
• Develop a framework for future outcomes.

Outcomes
• Definition of evidence to be used to evaluate the process.
• Better understanding of how to assess future changes.
• Strengthening of the goals achieved.

Practice-based experience: co-design techniques 
and tools in the initial stage of group dynamics

The initial stage of co-design is key to ensuring the viability of group 
dynamics (without a good initial approach, the group will not endure). 
In the first stage, among other tasks, the social worker must identify 
the needs of potential group members, select the type of group, 
plan the recruitment process and recruit members, and assess and 
prepare them for the groupwork. In other words, the aim is to foster 
self-reflection and the ability to become aware of one’s own and other 
people’s reality. The results of both online and face-to-face group 
dynamics (Castillo de Mesa et al, 2020; Gómez Ciriano and López 
Peláez, 2019) have shown that co-design tools can aid social workers 
in assessing the environment (and each group member), diagnose 
situations, establish the group objectives, analyse the social skills of 
the participants to ascertain their suitability, and determine the group 
composition. To achieve this, co-design provides tools such as self-
reflection, storyworld, find out something unexpected, and the persona 
method, among others.

In our practical experience, we have seen how creativity goes hand 
in hand with reflexivity and the ability to examine our environment 
in creative and unexpected ways. In what follows, we provide a brief 
description of four tools used in co-design processes: self-reflection, 
storyworlds, find out something unexpected, and the persona method.
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Self-reflection

Lucy Kimbell (2014) recommends doing a self-reflection activity prior 
to the co-design process so that designers gain insight into their own 
capacities, values, and accountabilities, as she understands that design 
has a social impact and the designer, like any other human being, is 
not neutral.

The activity Kimbell proposes can also be appropriate for social 
workers in their own process of self-analysis, as it makes the process 
more systematic. In this regard, it is important to underline the need 
for self-analysis in social work practice. Social workers have an ethical 
commitment to their users. However, it is unquestionable that they 
interact with them through the lens of their own personal values and 
experiences, and they must be aware of this. For example, the very 
selection of group participants may be influenced by the social worker’s 
prejudices and biases; thus the importance of self-reflection and the 
use of techniques and tools to facilitate it.

The activity consists of a brief exercise that facilitates reflection 
on issues and challenges, vision and values, weak and strong ties, 
capacities and resources, among other aspects.

Create a storyworld

Storyworlds help to reveal the details of peoples’ lives and understand 
their world of relationships with other people, places, and things. They 
encourage the creative thinking needed to produce new ideas.

Kimbell and Julier (2012, p. 23) suggest two ways in which a 
storyworld can be used. Firstly, it can be used as a research tool to 
structure an interview, since this method brings to light different 
aspects of a person’s life and world. Storyworlds can also be used as 
a workshop activity in small groups to build a picture of a persona 
and his or her world. For this purpose, different sections of a template 
(Development Impact & You/Nesta, n.d, pp.63-67) are completed to 
put down ideas in writing and draw a picture of the persona on a large 
sheet of paper, including essential data to develop the persona.

Find out something unexpected

Although inspired by ethnographic methods, this method is useful 
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when ethnographic research cannot be performed as it allows 
information to be obtained fairly quickly (Kimbell and Julier, 2012; 
Kimbell, 2014).

Among other actions, people are asked to take photos or record 
videos of things they are drawn to and share them with the researcher 
(or team). Photo and video diaries collect visually rich information 
about people’s lived experiences.

For social workers, this method can be useful in projects that involve 
proposing or improving a service. With a view to interventions, it can 
also provide useful insight into the group members’ daily lives in their 
own surroundings.

Personas method

The personas method consists in the creation of fictional characters 
based on real life observations of archetypical users with specific 
needs and objectives (Pérez-Montoro and Codina, 2017; Kimbell, 2014; 
Nielsen, Storgaard, Stage and Billestrup, 2015; Grudin and Pruitt, 
2002).

A document is drafted using real data collected from previous 
research. Based on the data, the main characteristics of the persona 
are described, as well as the character’s objectives, roles, behaviour, 
physical attributes, abilities, needs, and preferences. Significant and 
credible details are chosen to ensure the persona is as similar to a 
typical person as possible. A template can also be used for this purpose 
(Development Impact & You/Nesta, n.d, pp.74-76).

The persona method helps to identify the motivations, expectations, 
and goals of potential group members. It can also be used as a support 
tool when selecting members.

Conclusion: Ten recommendations for using co-
design in social work with groups

In democratic societies, social inclusion requires the participation of 
users and the involvement of all stakeholders, with a clear strategy 
aimed at engagement and the achievement of goals. In our view, the 
co-design approach enhances group management, heightens user 
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awareness, and promotes behavioural change.
We propose ten recommendations for implementing a co-design 

approach that could be useful in social work with groups; especially 
in settings where the superdiverse and interdisciplinary nature of 
the working groups requires greater flexibility in dialogue with other 
disciplines:

 1. Integrate designers in the working group and build trusting 
relationships with them. They will provide new perspectives on 
group dynamics.

 2. Ensure that the people who participate in the process do so with 
a cooperative mindset and a participatory spirit.

 3. Create shared expectations so that all participants feel accountable 
for and work towards change.

 4.  Recognise the importance of lived experiences and create a group 
context in which lived experiences are valuable and equal to other 
types of knowledge.

 5.  Involve and build a team with people to define the problem and 
the opportunities.

 6.  Combine co-design techniques and tools to boost creativity and 
achieve long-term improvements.

 7.  Explain the process and make sure everyone understands the what, 
the why, and the how of the co-design techniques and tools they 
will be using.

 8.  Facilitate dialogue on shared values and use co-design techniques 
to achieve consensus and support relational changes.

 9.  Review the progress of the group periodically and make the 
outcomes explicit. Lack of awareness about the progress made can 
be discouraging and reduce group commitment.

 10.  Co-design techniques and tools are not a formula. Create your 
own or adapt existing ones, but bear in mind that it is important 
to use artefacts that help to visualise ideas and trigger the creative 
process.
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