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Who are we?

Inge Bakker

Program manager – 

Change manager

Paul Meulendijks

Systemic designer



Dyslexia, 

ADHD, Social 

skills (….)

ASS, trauma, 

addiction 

‘Suicide watch’
child protection

Foster care
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About youth care:



Average waiting 
times are months, 
but can be years[!]

Care providers & 
municipalities in 

dept
Costs of care 
doubled in 10 

years

More kids in care: 
from 1 in 27 (2000)

to 1 in 7 (2020)

Lack of capacity  
(staff/money)

High staff 
shortages and 

turnover

Cases are more 
severe & complex

Treatment lasts 
longer and is more 

expensive
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What about it?



AAAAAAH we need to fix this!





Wet op de 
jeugdhulp

Ministerie voor 
Jeugd en Gezin

Youth Act 
(care decentralised)

2004 2007 2015

Reform Youth Agenda 

2023

1 in 27 kids in 
youth care

(2000)

1 in 12 kids
€3.6 billion

(2015)

2024
1 in 7 kids

1 in 10 kids
€5.7 billion

(2019)

We are ‘fixing it’
2021-2022
Request to fix 
waiting times



Problem overview

*System map by TNO 

(Veldhuis et al 2022)

It's complex.



“I used to deal with 3 
people in total about this, 
now I deal with 8… for 
every municipality!

-youth care professional

Stakeholder overview



So what do do?

Design approach: 

iterative & co-design 

processes 

Network approach: 

Build a wider 

movement

High complexity and 

ambiguity?

Highly fragmented 

system. Many 

stakeholders. Little 

control



The program setup
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National program & team

(~15, multidisciplinary)

Youth care regio program

(2 designers + change manager)

local projects, 

pilots & action 

research

Innovation 

theme / cluster

e.g. ‘youth 
care without 

labelling’’

e.g. collective 

care (in groups) 

e.g. research 

project: what 

are the impact 

of labels? 

e.g. pilot of 

new treatment 

group

10+ regions with 

active program!

30+ innovation 

themes 



The program setup

11

National program & team

(~15, multidisciplinary)

Youth care regio program

(2 designers + change manager)

local projects, 

pilots & action 

research

Innovation 

theme / cluster

e.g. ‘youth 
care without 

labelling’’

e.g. collective 

care (in groups) 

e.g. research 

project: what 

are the impact 

of labels? 

e.g. pilot of 

new treatment 

group

Systemic 

design

+

Change 

management

Data expertise

Etc.

10+ regions with 

active program!

30+ innovation 

themes 



How design plays a role

Alignment through 

research and 

(re)framing:

“Now that we know 
all this, this is our 

shared aim’

People insights and 

buy-in by co-

creation 

“We all love this plan 
because it’s our 

plan!”

Iterative process : 

‘improving in 
practise 

“We learned the 
idea didn’t work 
before it failed”



Child 

services 

Child 

psychiatry 

Education

Network X 

Municipality 3

Regional 

government 

Healthcare 

provider 2

Healthcare 

provider 1

Municipality 2

GP’s
“Designer”

Preventative 

care org. 1

Education

Network 1

Start of a new regional program:

Municipality 1



Child 

services 

Child 

psychiatry 

Education

Network X 

Municipality 3

Regional 

government 

Healthcare 

provider 2

Healthcare 

provider 1

Municipality 2

GP’s
“Designer”

Preventative 

care org. 1

Education

Network 1

How it often starts…

Municipality 1

Design brief: address systemic 

issues in youth care

Scope: ‘’youth care”

Stakeholders: “Everybody”



• Broad scope: “end of care pathways” / “infant care”
• Hard to define scope: “human values within care”
• Hard to stick to a scope: “but it actually starts with…”

+ stakeholders often not aware of ‘scoping issue’!
+ they feel urgency: ”let’s just ‘start’ already”!

A risky start



Helps everybody be heard: create a shared view 



Helps them focus but ‘with the system in mind’



Tension

Concrete focus

Needed for 

anything tangible

(So move here!)

System 

thinking is 

often big 

picture…

Big picture

Move fast on stakeholder 

energy / buy-in

(systemic) mapping helps 



How design plays a role

Alignment through 

research and 

(re)framing:

“Now that we know 
all this, this is our 

shared aim’

People insights and 

buy-in by co-

creation 

“We all love this plan 
because it’s our 

plan!”

Iterative process : 

‘improving in 
practise 

“We learned the 
idea didn’t work 
before it failed”



Regional 

project lead

Theme 1

Regional 

project lead

Theme 2

Regional 

project lead

Theme 3

“Designer”

Start of innovation theme:



Regional 

project lead

Theme 1

Regional 

project lead

Theme 2

Regional 

project lead

Theme 3

“Designer”

@regional theme kick off:

Design brief: collectivising care 

(help more children through group 

treatment and interventions)

Innovation team: youth-care 

professionals, regional policy, etc.

Design lead: you? Them? Who?



Tension

Let them do

Focus on ownership, buy 

in, self-sufficiency

You do

Focus on results, 

tempo, trust in approach



Great ideas everybody! 

Now, who wants to quit 

their fulltime job to 

develop them further?

A tricky start:

This is a bottoms-up 

iterative design 

program. So eh… go 

do stuff! So Timmy, how would 

you improve the 2030 

childcare reform 

act?... Timmy?



Invest in role definition: 

Who should be able to 

do what at what phase?

Invest in a shared 

vision on group 

therapy 

(this we do!)

Invest in more 

initiative from 

care providers 

A tricky start…

First 

groups 

getting 

started!



Tension ownership focus vs result focus

Let them do

Focus on ownership, buy 

in, self-sufficiency

I like to start 

here…

You do

Focus on results, 

tempo, trust in approach

Both is a risk!

Balance 

ownership vs ability 



How design plays a role

Alignment through 

research and 

(re)framing:

“Now that we know 
all this, this is our 

shared aim’

People insights and 

buy-in by co-

creation 

“We all love this plan 
because it’s our 

plan!”

Iterative process : 

‘improving in 
practise 

“We learned the 
idea didn’t work 
before it failed”





Start of new ideas / initiatives 



Start of new ideas / initiatives 
Test in context, early and often… but 

how?

[!] how to test ‘new group interventions’
(long treatment time, under 18)

healthcare professional in control

&

finding ways to test ‘smaller’



You can ‘test’ quicker than you think

Talking to ‘the youth’
when would you join 

a group?

‘prototyping’ services
What does it look 

like...really?



• Group treatment is great! 

(more kids can be helped)

• Problem: Small care 

providers struggle to fill up 

their groups

• Solution(?): build a 

platform where providers 

can post if they still have 

spots available.

Group A
2 spots 
left!

Example: filling therapy groups 



Tension

More elaborate test

First make a test plan 

with the initiators 

Small, quick test

Investigate viability through 

‘free spots’ by mail



• First ‘check-in’ only after a 
month

• Main insight: they read over 

their mail…

• ’’We should send another 
mail then to test it”

• …Add another month…

So how about 

the experiment?  



Good news 

crew! With these 

expert, our boat 

is now AGILE

Overestimate how 

‘flexible’ the context is



So what to do?

Make more of ‘a test’

One test 6 months of 

planning (= concept 

development too!)

Make more of ’tests’ from others 
already happening

(or encourage them) 

Help them develop / evaluate their 

pilot from group therapy 

What do we want to 

learn from this?

How are we going 

to learn that?



Spots left in the group?

View on quality of care?

Costs of care

Effect on waiting times

Follow-up pilot?

What did the pilot contain?

10+ pilots on ‘group instead of 1on1’ 



From pilots to insights to a regional vision



Tension

Less testing 

= fewer, bigger steps

A lot of testing

=Many small steps

If you can’t be 
here…

(Treatment time / 

budget / approval 

processes / etc.)

Make more of a test or 

look for ‘tests’ already 
happening 



Conclusions

To be continued...
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