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In 2008, the executive director of an innovation consulting firm (IDEO) 
published  a commentary titled “Design Thinking”  in Harvard Business Review 
(Brown, 2008). The commentary inspired a widely adopted new method to prob-
lem solving that emphasizes not only technical and logical approach, but also 
creativity and iteration (Brown, 2008). Design thinking is a concept from industrial 
design science that describes how designers create a product. The design think-
ing method emphasizes solving issues by focusing on the product users, experi-
mentation, and product iteration. The fundamental aspect of design thinking is 
that designers must place a strong emphasis on the people who will use the prod-
uct, think creatively when addressing problems, and experiment to determine 
what would work best for the users (Dorst, 2010, 2011).

Nowadays, design thinking is increasingly used in business contexts, particu-
larly in technological firms. The design thinking approach has been deemed as 
successful in bridging the gap between customers and businesses when it comes 
to product design because of its strong user emphasis. This growing phenomena 
triggers the widespread adoption of design thinking in solving problems within a 
governmental setting (Mintrom & Luetjens, 2016). The approach also has been 
gaining traction because of the growing idea in public administration about 
co-creation and development of policy experimentation labs (Haug & Mergel, 
2021; Komatsu et al., 2021; Osborne et al., 2016). 

This case study will provide insight on how the design thinking approach is 
applied to tackle an educational challenge in a developing country. The study 
case will investigate Warung Teknologi, commonly known as GovTech Edu 
Indonesia, in an attempt to understand how government institutions in a devel-
oping country is applying design thinking to address educational problems. The 
study case would also touch on the di�culty of using the design thinking method 
to resolve public policy issues. Last but not least, this study case will also look at 
the future initiatives that the government might take to increase the use of design 
thinking in handling public concerns and overcoming its di�culties.

Introduction
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Indonesia is a developing country with a diverse topography ranging from moun-
tains to rivers that also consist of 16.771 islands. Given such geographic circumstances, 
the Indonesian government must find a solution to the problem of main-
taining education quality spurred by such geographical factors. 
According to a PISA study in literacy, science, and math, Indonesia 
ranks 74th out of 79 countries surveyed (Schleicher, 2019). 
Furthermore, a number of studies demonstrate Indonesia's 
issues with education, ranging from unequal access to 
school and educational disparities within the local area to a 
limited incentive for those people that engaged in the 
education ecosystem (Indonesia, 2021; Suryadarma & Jones, 
2013).

Deconstructing
Educational Problems
in Indonesia

According various studies, the problem of education in Indonesia 
significantly derives from three factors. First, there is an issue with 
Indonesian teachers. Several studies on the Indonesian education 
system have found that Indonesian teachers underperform due to 
absenteeism, inadequate core subject mastery, limited pedagogical 
range, and a heavy administrative burden (Bjork, 2004; Chang et al., 
2013). A research from the OECD, using samples from secondary 
schools, also shows that Indonesian school teachers only teach 700 
hours annually, compared to 1300 e�ective hours annually, because of 
a significant administrative burden (OECD Indicators, 2017). 
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The second issue is the ine�ective utilization of education funding provided by the 
Government of Indonesia (GoI). Since 2003, GoI has given the education sector 20% of 
the national and local budgets  . However, despite the large expenditure, Indonesia's 
education ranking has not improved drastically. Schools have spent money on unnec-
essary administrative meetings such as school meetings and physical improvements, 
which have had a minimal impact on the development of Indonesian education quali-
ty. Finally, Indonesian education has been heavily criticized for the mismatch between 
education and the formal labor market. Industry and businesses have complained that 
the amount of educated students in Indonesia's education system has  specifications 

(Di Gropello et al., 2011). In this case study, these three problems would try to be 
solved by GovTech Edu using a technological and design 
thinking approach.

Di�erent educational regimes in Indonesia have taken a 
variety of actions to address the issue. However, when 
Nadiem Makariem, a founder and former CEO of Gojek [a 
decacorn ride-hailing Indonesia tech company], was 

appointed Minister of Education, Culture, Research, 
and Technology (MoERCT),  the expanding use of 
technology and the design thinking approach 
gained traction. In order to improve governmental 
settings, Nadiem tries to use the strategy from the 
technological company he manages. The develop-
ment of GovTech Edu provides significant evidence 
how Nadiem is creating space for design thinking 
to solve policy problems.

2

2

Law on the National Education System 
(No. 20/2003).
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GovTech Edu:
Intersection of 
Technology, Government, 
and Tech Startup 
Workflow

GovTech Edu is an independent unit that Telkom Indonesia 
created under the directorate of digital business and technology. 

With a collaboration with the MoERCT, GovTech Edu holds the mission 
to address educational issues using technological approach. About 300 employees 
with a range of backgrounds working in technology and global enterprise environ-
ments make up the GovTech Edu team. GovTech Edu has been creating seven prod-
ucts or programs that concentrate on resolving educational issues at every layer 
(DailySocial.id, 2022).

No. Product Function Total UserProduct 
Name

Final
Objective
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In creating several programs, GovTech Edu works remotely with matrix organiza-
tions, commonly used by technological companies such as Spotify. With this model, 
individuals that work in GovTech Edu simultaneously work at three structures. First, a 
person would work on a program with 6–7 other people from di�erent backgrounds in 
a smaller squad. Additionally, a person who comes from a similar background is 
included in the chapter as well. A chapter's goal is to improve coordination among 
projects that have a similar background. Moreover, a person works with a tribe system 
of 30 people to share information and coordinate e�orts across a program that is 
categorized as one section. Finally, there are guilds, which are structurally more adapt-
able and can bring together individuals from various tribes who share the same 
interest. Although it appears to have many layers, research from Harvard Business 
Review has found that this kind of organization helps team members be agile when 
creating and scaling a product  (Mankins & Garton, 2017).
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Along with having a structure that di�ers from many traditional government 
departments, GovTechEdu operates very di�erently from how the government does 
business. The design thinking method causes GovTech Edu to emphasize rather than 
think for the user or citizen. As a result, GovTech Edu conducts extensive qualitative 
study on its user, their persona, and their product journey. Additionally, quantitative 
tests are used to collect data from qualitative research. Thus, experimentation 
provides information on what aspect or item works best for the user. The product 
teams will then revisit and rea�rm the program after the product or program is 
released, taking into account both quantitative and qualitative data. One of the exam-
ple of this process that GovTech Edu describe is in the platform of Merdeka Mengajar. 

Typically, the process of product design and execution should last one to four 
weeks. This is significantly di�erent from how public sector programs are typically 
designed and implemented. Design thinking may design and implement a program 
more swiftly with the aid of data and technology. It typically results in a program 
feature that is naturally used by the user. This would imply that programs using the 
design thinking method are  more easy to use and sometimes do not require extensive 
socializing on the part of the government in order to get widespread adoption.

Figure 1. Tech Matrix Organization Structure. Source: Boston Consulting Group.
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While applying design thinking in a government setting has its advantages due to 
user centric and massive scalability focus, it has also some significant drawbacks. The 
Indonesia’s House of Legislative criticized the idea of GovTech Edu a week after the 
Minister of Education promoted it as a tech-savvy organizational breakthrough in an 
international forum (The Jakarta Post, 2022). The political intervention suggests that 
design thinking, in a governmental setting, cannot be separated from the constant 
force of political power; this is what distinguishes design thinking in private and public 
settings.

When Power
Meet          Design
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With a focus on the user, proponents of design thinking rarely include politics as 
one of the primary considerations driving product development (Lewis et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, it appears that design thinking has not properly acknowledged the 
cultural and historical significance of the actual program or product. Values like 
spirituality, compassion, or civility that compose the historical roots of Indonesian 
education are rarely taken into account by the design thinking group in the process of 
creating a product. While in creating a solution to address the problem of education in 
Indonesia, the design thinking camps is primarily concerned with e�ectiveness of the 
product

Design thinking in governmental contexts also requires significant political 
support, especially from its leader. Design thinking di�ers from conservative policy-
making, which places a strong emphasis on legal procedure and political analysis, in 
that it encourages large experimentation, iteration, and scaling of products. To enable 
the adoption of design thinking in a bureaucratic system, a strong leadership 
presence is thus required to close the gap between the traditional approach of policy 
making and the more contemporary one.
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Due to its uniqueness, which the conventional policy making approach lacked, 
design thinking o�ers a great deal of potential to solve societal problems. Policymak-
ers could view the world through the eyes of a citizen using design thinking's experi-
mental approach and empathetic lens. Thus, design thinking's promise should be 
accompanied by strategic e�orts taken by policymakers to further institutionalize this 
approach.

First, if its approach  is comprehended by factoring in political analysis, design 
thinking should have been a better technique to solve problems in the policy making 
domain. Politics and values have always been present in public a�airs, but the design 
thinking approach occasionally falls short in capturing these two elements (Mintrom & 
Luetjens, 2016). By taking into account those problems, a proponent of design thinking 
would produce not just a useful but also a politically viable product.

Furthermore, advocates of design thinking and the use of technology in the public 
sector must account for political support when adopting this method to solve a public 

problem. This is due to the political disincentive that occasionally results 
from employing experimentation and iteration in the public 

sector. Because of this, before political support for a design 
thinking program fades, an initiative should be able to 

expand and influence public policies via the scalability 
of the product. Reaching critical mass is essen-

tial for advocates of design thinking to have 
bargaining leverage in policymaking so that 
after the political support disappear, the 

program still remain.

Design Thinking in the 
Public Sector: A Strategic Step
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This article demonstrates how design thinking approach can be 
used to develop a large program solution in a developing nation. In 
the case of Indonesian education challenges such as (1) problems of 
teacher quality and ine�ective teaching techniques, (2) ine�cient 
budget utilization, and (3) mismatch of interests between the needs 
of the industry and students, the design thinking approach has 
attempted to solve the problem through the implementation of 
numerous user-centric programs. As a MoECRT partner, GovTech 
Edu has developed seven national projects that have thousands of 
participating institutions and millions of users. The design thinking 
process that GovTech Edu advocates has largely revolutionized 
Indonesian conventional program-making process through its 
user-centeredness, experimentation, and iteration. 

Although design thinking has successfully shifted how educa-
tion programs are conducted, this article also laid out the negative 
e�ects of design thinking. First, design thinking, which is frequently 
utilized in business, sometimes lacks political consideration. This is 
because the focus on design thinking is in its products and users. 
Additionally, implementing design thinking in the government 
context requires a strong political support that fosters an environ-
ment for experimentation, creativity, and iteration. Because of this, 
the design thinking method used in the public sector should also 
take political consideration into account and use political support 
e�ectively by creating a swift and more scalable program that can 
achieve critical mass quickly.

Conclusion
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