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Iconic Design, GOV.UK and 
Agile Software Development
» In April the Government Digital Service’s flagship 
project, GOV.UK, collected the Design Museum’s 
Design of the Year Award. Civil Service Quarterly asked 
Ben Terrett, the Head of Design behind GOV.UK, 
what the award means, how the UK’s design 
heritage has helped influence the site, 
and the importance of ‘agile working’.

The Government Digital Service 
(GDS) is one of the newest 
parts of the Cabinet Office. Its 
team of designers, developers, 
policy experts and analysts 
is busy transforming services 
across government, working 
with colleagues at places like 
the Driving Vehicle Licensing 
Agency (DVLA) and the Ministry 
of Justice (MoJ) to make 25 
services, including vehicle 
registration and prison visit 
bookings, digital by default.

GOV.UK is not a design 
project, it is a way of delivering 
better services to the public. 
But design skills help achieve 
that aim. 

What makes good design?

Some designs matter. The 
original Mini, designed by 
Alec Issigonis, became an 
international symbol of 1960s 
Britain, winning the Monte Carlo 
rally four times in the middle 
of the decade and making a 
celebrated appearance in the 
film The Italian Job. Yet style 
alone does not account for the 
fact that it was in production for 
over 40 years.

Designed in the context of 
the fuel shortages following 
the Suez crisis in 1956, the 
Mini was a model of efficiency. 
It was the first production 
front-wheel drive car with 
a watercooled, inline four-
cylinder engine mounted 
transversely. This layout 
allowed 80 percent of the floor 
plan to be used for passengers 
and luggage, saving space 

and weight compared with 
traditional layouts. The Mini’s 
configuration is now used by the 
majority of cars on public roads.

Most of us now have 
computers in our pockets, 
not simply a phone, thanks 
to the radical design changes 
unveiled by Apple in its iPhone. 
The iPhone’s influence is due 
to its popularisation of the 
touch screen interface and 
the (now-common) idea that a 
mobile phone should be able to 
do much more than simple 
communication tasks. 
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Designs like the Mini 
and the iPhone have had a 
demonstrable impact on 
society; they correspond well 
to what people want and need, 
and change their expectations 
of what is possible. The public 
sector can learn lessons from 
great design. 
 

Public sector design

The public sector, too, has 
produced iconic design, such 
as Harry Beck’s famous London 
Underground map. Today’s tube 
maps, helping over one billion 
passengers a year get around 
London, are direct descendants 
of the first designs Beck started 
as a project in his spare time 
in the early 1930s. Joseph 
Bazalgette’s blueprint for 
the London sewers is another 
example. It was designed to 
improve sanitation and prevent 
devastating cholera epidemics 
like those during the 1840s 
and 1850s. It used a network 
of underground brick main 
sewers which were deliberately 
over-engineered, so that they 
remained able to cope with huge 
increases in London’s population 
over the next 100 years.

Central to understanding 
iconic public sector designs 
like these is that they were not 
primarily design projects: they 
were projects with a design 

element, but that element was 
focused on achieving larger 
goals. Think again about the 
Tube map. The design is treated 
as an aesthetic object (and 
today is available as a poster, 
t-shirt, or even fridge magnet). 
Beck’s primary purpose was not 
to make his map ‘look good’, 
and certainly not to open up 
merchandising options for 
London Underground. His goal 
was to help passengers get 
around London more easily 
without the visual cues they 
would have above ground. 

It occurred to him that 
geographical accuracy, and in 
particular the semi-accurate 
relative distances between 
stations that previous maps had 
featured, was not useful in a map 

of the Underground. It hindered 
rather than helped passengers, 
many of whom would not be 
familiar with the geography of 
London. They simply wanted 
to know how to get where 
they were going via the most 
convenient route. Beck’s design 
prioritised their needs above 
geographical accuracy. 
 

Projects with design elements 
(not ‘design projects’)

The importance of these 
projects is that they use design 
as one tool among many. Form 
follows function and their lasting 
appeal as designs is that they 
work really well. These 
are instances that show a 
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beauty or elegance in design 
can come from focusing on user 
needs, from letting form follow 
function.

To illustrate this further, 
think of the design of the road 
signage system by Margaret 
Calvert and Jock Kinneir. In 
the late 1950s, Britain had a 
localised road signage system 
where each town could make 
its own signs. This worked well 
during the early decades of 
the 20th century, when road 
traffic and car speeds were 
low. But when government 
decided to build motorways, 
it became clear that there 
could be problems, potentially 
accidents, if someone driving 
from London to Leeds was 
presented with different 
signs as they passed through 
different areas. An old signage 
system that had grown up 
piecemeal was now no longer 
fit for purpose in the face of a 
significant change in the type 
and volume of road traffic. 

GOV.UK is a massive 
project, so this 

process is broken down into 
smaller, simpler tasks that 
can be worked on in 
short sprints.

In response the Ministry 
of Transport (the forerunner 
of today’s Department for 
Transport) commissioned 
Calvert and Kinneir to create 
a system of motorway signs. 
What they produced was 
consistent across the country, 
deliberately simple, and 
rigorously tested. Calvert and 
Kinneir wanted to ensure the 
signs would meet the tests of 
real life; they would drive past 
prototypes at 60mph in the rain 

at night, to see whether they 
could read the signs in difficult 
conditions. Their success is 
demonstrated by the fact they 
set a standard for how road 
signs look that is emulated 
around the world.

Just as a single, simplified 
road signage system was 
needed in the late 1950s for 
the new motorway system, as 
society becomes more digital 
so it needs a single, simplified 
way of interacting online with 
government services.

Most people come to GOV.
UK to do something like renew 
their driving licence or find 
foreign travel advice, then get 
on with their lives. That needs to 
be made as simple as possible; 
and in a modern, digitally-
focused world, that means 
working in an agile way. 
 

Agile design

GDS employs an ‘agile’ 
methodology. Agile 
methodologies started life in 
software development firms, as 
a new way of building products 
that were very responsive to 
user feedback and behaviour. 
Agile teams work in short 
sprints, typically a week long, 
and see what they can achieve 
in that time. Then they do the 
same the next week, and the 
week after, etc.

Once the team gets to a 
‘minimum viable product’ (a 
product that has just enough 
of the necessary features to 
enable it to work in a basic 
fashion) – whether it’s an app, 
a digital service, or anything 
else – it is made available for 
testing by users and feedback 
is collected by the product 
design team. This feedback and 
analysis of users’ behaviour 
informs the next stages of 
development across further 
‘sprints’. The product is refined 

by analysis of all this user data 
and released again, then refined 
and released again, in an 
iterative process.

GOV.UK is a massive project, 
so this process is broken down 
into smaller, simpler tasks 
that can be worked on in short 
sprints. The larger strategic 
plan is kept under regular 
review: sometimes the sprints 
take you nearer your original 
goals; sometimes they take in 
a different direction, but for a 
good reason. 

You can learn more about 
agile methodologies, and 
where they are applied across 
government services, on the 
GDS website. 

Designers have not 
traditionally worked in this way. 
It has been more common for 
them to go off with a brief for 
a couple of months and then 
come back to a client with 
well-developed proposals. 
This traditional approach 
does not sit well with an agile 
methodology, where products 
are developed by working in 
short sprints. Therefore, the 
team at GDS set itself some 
rules for design work within the 
context of a modern, digital-
focused organisation. 

Design principles like these 
can be applied to much of what 
Government does. 

1. Start with needs (user needs 
not Government needs)
The design process should start 
with identifying and thinking 
about the needs of real users. 
The design should be based 
around those, not necessarily 
around the way government 
works at the moment (the two 
are not always the same). 

To do this it is necessary to 
interrogate data, not just make 
assumptions. User feedback is 
important, but what users ask 
for is not always what they 
need: not many users would 

http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/
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have thought to ask for the 
original iPhone, for example.

2. Design with data
Designers can learn from the real-
world behaviour of those already 
using government services. In 
the case of digital products, 
prototyping and testing with 
real users on the live web can 
assist the build and development 
process of digital products.

Looking at the work 
highlighted in other articles 
in Civil Service Quarterly, 
the work of Her Majesty’s 
Revenue and Customs on 
service redesign is an example 
of focusing services around 
user needs. The work of the 

Behavioural Insights Team 
demonstrates a clear focus on 
designing with real data.

GOV.UK has seen the 
successful application of 
the GDS design principles to 
deliver better services to the 

GOV.UK wins Design Museum’s Design of the Year  
Taken by Elisa Figoli

public. These principles can be 
used more widely; but they – or 
something like them – already 
inform best practice across 
much of government.

Chris Barrett, Cabinet Office




