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Abstract In this article we share an example of challenge-driven learning 

in design education and consider the contribution of such approaches to 

the weaving of communities-in-place. We describe the research and practice 

of the Public Collaboration Lab (PCL), a prototype public social innovation 

lab developed and tested via a collaborative action research partnership 

between a London borough council and an art and design university. We 

make the case that this collaboration is an effective means of bringing 

capacity in design to public service innovation, granting the redundancy 

of resources necessary for the experimentation, reflection, and learning 

that leads to innovation—particularly at a time of financial austerity. We 

summarize three collaborative design experiments delivered by local gov-

ernment officers working with student designers and residents supported 

by design researchers and tutors. We identify particular qualities of partici-

patory and collaborative design that foster the construction of meaningful 

connections among participants in the design process—connections that 

have the potential to catalyze or strengthen the relationships, experiences, 

and understandings that contribute to enrich communities-in-place, and 

infrastructure community resilience in the process.
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Resilience through Redundancy
Resilience through redundancy is a natural strategy.1 Nassim Taleb comments on 
the propensity of nature to overinsure itself, suggesting, “layers of redundancy are 
the central risk management property of natural systems.”2 He points to human 
physiology as evidence of this: two kidneys when one will do, and the spare parts 
and extra capacity of the lungs, neural systems, and coronary arteries. Taleb also 
challenges the notion of cost in relation to redundancy. He argues that while redun-
dancy “seems like a waste if nothing unusual happens, … something unusual does 
happen—usually.”3 Furthermore, if we have surplus of an asset then we may be 
able to draw upon or trade that asset in times of shortage, and in this regard what 
appears to be insurance against risk is actually better understood as investment in 
opportunity.

For a system to be resilient it must have redundancy—multiple and diverse 
ways and means of achieving desired outcomes. However, local government in the 
UK—the city, district and borough councils, charged with ensuring the quality and 
continuity of public services aimed at ensuring equitable access to public goods for 
citizens—is under unprecedented attack in this regard. Redundancy here too often 
refers to reductions in the staffing required to deliver public services rather than 
the superabundance4 that affords surplus ways and means of achieving objectives 
and goals within resilient systems.

In the UK, local government has four main sources of funding: the Revenue 
Support Grant (RSG) received from Central Government, monies from local busi-
ness via the Business Rates Retention Scheme, Council Tax paid by residents, and 
fees and charges for council services.

Bank bailouts and fiscal initiatives such as the Private Finance Initiative (PFI)—
introduced in the 90s as a way to fund public infrastructure projects—have seen 
central government increasing the burden of debt servicing upon local government 
whilst at the same time reducing the funding provided to local government by an 
estimated thirty-seven percent5 between 2011 and 2016. A predicted further £7.8 bil-
lion, or seventy-eight percent, reduction over the next four years is anticipated to 
drive an unprecedented number of councils into financial crisis6 reducing support 
to the communities they serve.

In response to austerity, many local government services have been encour-
aged to become more efficient. Local and national scrutiny—including via legisla-
tive tools like The Local Government and Accountability Act 2014—has driven many 
councils headlong into cost saving measures and round after round of restructuring 
and cost cutting in an attempt to deliver “more for less—providing services that 
meet people’s needs, while costing less.”7

This sounds like a sensible response, and to some extent it is; waste is rarely 
a virtue. However, often that which is seen as waste is in fact the redundancy es-
sential to resilience. In the Local Government context, the pursuit of efficiency is 
pernicious in that it overlooks two key considerations, discussed below.

Efficiency versus Efficacy
“Efficiency is concerned with doing things right. Effectiveness is doing the right 
things.”8

Efficiency and effectiveness are not the same thing, and political imperatives 
can sometimes mean that “[local government] does the wrong things really well.”9 
The pursuit of efficiency beyond that which is effective will inevitably reduce 
the quality of public services and outcomes. This is especially true of relational 
services, which are “deeply and profoundly based on the quality of interpersonal 
relations between participants.”10 Building relationships takes time, and, when the 
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