
 

Northern Ireland Environment Link Co-Design Principles. 

Co-design is generally considered to be a process used in the design of policies, strategies, 
projects and products that involves people who use or are affected by that service or product 
from the very early stages of the process. It clearly goes beyond information and consultation and 
should also extend to implementation. Co-design can be more time and resource intensive than 
other approaches, but it should be understood by all stakeholders that it also has the potential 
to build more effective and sustainable solutions. 

This paper presents the NI Environment Link perspective on behalf of the environment sector on 
key principles of genuine co-design. Its purpose is to help inform government departments and 
representatives and the environmental sector in developing co-design processes and to ensure 
consistency of approach.  

Co-design combines lived experience with professional expertise to identify and create 
appropriate and realistic policies and outcomes through engagement processes that are 
genuinely participatory, ensure social democracy and empower stakeholders to participate as 
respected and equal partners. 

The following principles which are of equal status should therefore be incorporated: 

• Timeliness and timescales. 

Genuine co-design only takes place when relevant stakeholders are involved early in the process 
and requires sufficient and appropriate timescales for the work to take place. Mechanisms for 
providing information in a timely manner and working to agreed deadlines should be incorporated 
into the co-design process.  

• Equality and inclusivity. 

When differences in power are unacknowledged and unaddressed, the stakeholders with the 
most power have more influence over decisions. Co-design is about sharing power equally in 
planning, designing and deciding what gets implemented.  

There needs to be clear stakeholder mapping to consider who should be involved in the process, 
as well as recognition of the validity of different types of relationship with the environment. 

• Participatory. 

Co-design is about stakeholders taking part. Therefore, it is not about just communicating to the 
stakeholders but using creative means to ensure that all voices are heard (not just those who are 
the loudest or who try to exert power).  Participatory approaches facilitate discovery, knowledge 
sharing, idea generation and creative thinking rather than passive listening and acquiescence, 
and should therefore move beyond traditional meetings or consultations. 

• Relationships. 

Co-design is not possible without relationships and trust which takes time and resource. 
Demonstrating equality of power is instrumental in this process. The co-design process should 
therefore prioritise and facilitate open dialogue. 

• Transparency. 

Transparency in a co-design process refers to information openness, honesty, and clarity. It 
requires that everyone should be informed about project activities and changes, especially risks 
and opportunities in a timely and equal manner.  



 

• Outcome based. 

Co-design should focus on achieving agreed outcomes and the processes used should be clearly 
directed to achieving those goals. 

• Flexible and Iterative. 

Through an iterative process that provides adequate time for feedback, modifications and 
reflection, the project will be fine-tuned to achieve better outcomes. The co-design process 
should therefore allow and encourage creative thinking and development. Feedback 
mechanisms should also be incorporated into the co-design process and should be made clear 
and accessible for all stakeholders. 

• Evidence Based. 

Clear provision of data, statistics and information pertinent to the issue or project (including 
constraints) must be provided to all parties in a timely manner so that evidence-based decision 
making can be applied. 

• Sustainability. 

It is essential that ecological as well as social and economic sustainability are kept at the heart 
of the process and the focus is not skewed by existing priorities or systems. 

 

 

 

 


