The Design Charrette

~ a whole system, multi-stakeholder engagement process

What’s a Design Charrette*?

A Design Charrette is a focused, short duration, innovation session during which a group of
people who have a vested interest or particular expertise and perspective work collaboratively
to develop new ideas to address or resolve an issue. The structure of a charrette will vary
depending on the issue or design challenge, presenting conditions and the individuals in the
group. In its minimum structure, a Design Charrette involves a series of iterative exploratory
conversations alternating between working in small design teams and plenary sessions for
sharing emerging thinking and cross-fertilization.

Generally, the Charrette occurs over several days depending upon the nature and complexity
of the issue, who is involved and the urgency for innovative solutions. An ideal duration begins
with an evening for design challenge information and team development session followed by
two days of working sessions. Within the Design Charrette structure, regardless of overall
duration, each iterative activity is generative and information rich leading to increased creativity
and innovation, which maximize design and strategic thinking. The longer the duration allows
for maximizing multiple iterations and, thereby, the more detailed the solution possibilities
become. Design Charrettes are in service to quickening a design solution by leveraging the
knowledge, capabilities and resources within a diverse group of people.

Design Charrette—a Social Engagement Process for Innovation

“Innovations happen at the intersection of disciplines...We see this in many
different places. The insight is that what you want to do is open up your
problem to other people—not just to serendipity, but in some systematic way.”
Karim R. Lakhani, associate professor in the Technology and Operations Management
unit at Harvard Business School

The Design Charrette format is a unique social engagement process for innovation on complex
human system challenges where no one solution is appropriate nor where any one person has
the answer. The Design Charrette, as an engagement process, supports the social innovation
theory of 'connected difference’, which emphasizes three key dimensions to social innovation.
* ltinvolves new combination or hybrids of existing change approaches and processes
* The format involves multi-stakeholder participants spanning across organizational or
disciplinary boundaries
* In addition to fresh ideas and innovation, the process leaves behind compelling new
relationships between previously separate individuals and groups

As a social engagement process for innovation, the Design Charrette format enables:
* Blending of diverse multi-stakeholders and their individually unique resources,
perspectives, knowledge and expertise
* Making explicit what is implicit, revealing the interdependent presenting conditions of
the human system(s) involved—for the design challenge presenter and the participants.

*Origin of Charrette: Members of the school of architecture at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris coined the term charrette at the end of the

nineteenth century. The faculty would assign design problems so difficult that only a few students could solve them in the allotted time.

When the time was up, a cart, or charrette, was rolled past the drafting tables to collect the students' work, completed or not.



This involves bringing forth all of the dynamics at play within the design
challenge context—specific issue(s), key players, culture, relationships, risks,
strategies, on-going patterns in the system, what’s been tried to date, and so
on.

* Producing multiple designs for rapid prototyping through team-based
collaboration T

* Building relational cohesion of participants—the process inherently T
contributes to enhancing the capacity for trust and trust worthiness within and across
the working design teams.

* Increasing ownership, shared accountability, and commitment between all who engage
in the process—growing responsibility for taking action and moving forward ‘together’.
Architects become builders ‘as’ a community.

* Democratizing any hierarchy or power dynamics across participants, departments, and
spanning multiple disciplines—all voices are valid. The janitor knows things that no one
else knows, hence the criticality of having a diagonal cross-section of the system or
multiple systems.

* Archiving of tangible deliverables—artifacts are real-time, real-work based including
prototypes, videos of design presentations, and graphically recorded design team work
to capture the experience and multiple solutions framing them for other stakeholders not
directly engaged in the exploration.

What’s different about a Desian Charrette?

Many social processes for innovation are still too narrow and ‘problem-based’ — needing ‘to fix’
something is actually ‘a result’ of other things occurring ‘up stream’. The Design Charrette
format and ensuing custom design for each unique situation is positioned as a possibilities-
based context for exploring multiple approaches to the design challenge. The format sets the
conditions for participants and presenter to be on their edge of thinking, innovating and
stretching beyond their comfort zones. Common assumptions inherent to ‘problem-based’
approaches often expect “the perfect” answer or solution to be achieved. However, the
dynamics of the Charrette is just the opposite—it creates the conditions for cross-fertilization
and multiple practical approaches to the presenting issues of the design challenge. By tapping
into the collective wisdom, the Charrette allows for a much fuller exploration of the existing
landscape and unique perspectives that open into future horizons and new possibilities. Itis
highly productive in developing a number of appropriate solutions to the design challenge each
of which addresses the particular circumstances and critical issues presented.

It is a very efficient and economical way of engaging people around a complex issue (or series
of interrelated issues) where no one answer is evident nor desired but rather a spectrum of
innovative ideas and solutions lead to rapid prototyping and final resolution.

Some examples of when the Design Charrette process has been used:
=  With members of a community of practice who wished to develop an
innovative approach to professional development
= Assisting people responsible for leading change to design innovative
and high leverage approaches to resolve complex issues involving
diverse stakeholders finding common ground and taking effective
action
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Other situations where the Charrette process would be very effective:
= Cross-functional business groups tackling challenging issues or strategy development and need
a rapid prototyping approach
= Leadership team looking to create “game-changing” conditions within the organization
= Multi-stakeholder collaborations looking to “jumpstart” their strategic work

Critical Elements for a Successful Design Charrette

- Develop clear intentions and purpose of the Design Charrette

- Determine who will “hold” the design challenge — the presenter of the issue

- Determine intentionally the participants— consider expertise, knowledge, issue interest
and passion, role/function, and who might bring fresh, external perspective

- Have a minimum of at least two design teams of 5-7 people each

- Make available vital information about the issue, the context, presenting conditions,
constraints, cultural considerations—often as pre-work reading/materials and a full
presentation at the start of the Design Charrette

- Create the conditions for people to bring their brilliance—create safe space for
experimentation in a non-judgmental environment; enable teams to get to know each
other

- Have resources for rapid prototyping if appropriate and germane to design challenges

- Feed people!

- Host in a flexible space — multiple breakout rooms or spaces, tables and chairs that can
be moved around, white boards and butcher paper, lots of post-its of different sizes and
colors, markers or sharpies

- Video recording of team presentations for future review and referencing use by the
presenter (obtain any necessary permission or waivers)

Guiding Principles of a Design Charrette

* Engage every moment
o Be alive to what is; learn from whatever happens. Lead by example, with alertness
and authenticity. Nudge any given moment towards change.
* Experiment with learning edges
o Invite burning questions. Create the conditions for insightful learning by first
assessing and demonstrating your current competencies which allows for deepening
and moving forward realistically. Welcome the messy bits of emergence and

change.
* Developmental learning Jwelepnnfal
o Learning activities are sequenced, building upon the previous Karning

experience, so that every output becomes input for what’s next.
e Cultivate authentic collaboration
o Choose trust. Establish powerful partnerships by building a culture
of resonance. Turn shared learning into change that works for all.
* Generate resources, results and resilience
o Discern multiple dynamics. Find drivers that move people and systems forward.
Pick practical tools that work. Animate change that dovetails & sticks.
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* Deepen ways of knowing
o Look within, expand perspective and hone capacity for whole-person learning. Be
open to transformation, stretch beyond change...take risks to push on the edges of
what appears normal or too comfortable.
* Synergy and renewal
o As designers, we continue to advance our learning about practical and powerful
ways to accelerate ideation, innovation and rapid prototyping

Minimum Critical Structure of a Design Charrette
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