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Why did we need this article?
Co-design is a way of including people with lived experience in designing programs and policies and shaping their outcomes. It is often used to make programs and policies with and for young people with disability.
Co-design is becoming more common in Australia and around the world. It is used by governments, service providers, and non-governmental organisations. Yet co-design is done differently by different people because there is no single definition, framework, or set of principles.
To be done well, it must go beyond just including people to meaningful participation. 
What did we do?
The article creates a set of evidence-based guiding principles for genuine co-design. 
We did this because the quality and standard of co-design varies, especially in how much it genuinely involves young people with disability, gives them the power to make decisions, and respects their rights and autonomy.
Our principles are meant to act as a guide that can be used by anyone doing co-design with young people with disability.
Who wrote it?
The article was written by staff members in the Policy and Research Team at Children and Young People with Disability Australia (CYDA). They have: 
· Professional experience as policy advocates and researchers
· Lived experience as young people with disability, neurodivergent parents, and parents of children with disability
· Lived and professional experience as co-designers.
What was our approach?
We took a bottom-up and critical approach. 

That means we focused on evidence from people who study and use co-design, as well as people with lived experience who take part in co-design.
We applied a critical disability lens that analyses ableism and power. This sees disability as coming from barriers in society, not individual deficits or issues.
This critical approach supports genuine participation by young people with disability. It is based on accessible and equal relationships, where power and responsibility are shared, and processes respond to people’s views and needs.
As part of this approach, we advocate for:
· Using creative ways to do co-design
· Looking at positions and roles, and how they relate to power structures
· Taking time to do co-design well
What evidence did we use?
The article is based on Australian evidence from:
· Youth and disability academic literature in the last five years
· Best practice approaches from industry leaders 
· Case studies of co-design projects recently run at CYDA
· Lived and professional experience of the co-authors from working together in a co-design team in 2025
What are the co-design principles?
Principle 1: Apply a personalised approach to foster trust and safety
· Take time to build strong, respectful and two-way relationships
· Support people’s safety by respecting privacy and providing well-being support
· Be transparent about the process and outcomes, including who makes decisions
· Be consistent and reliable.
Principle 2: Take a holistic approach that considers the whole project lifespan
· Include co-design at different stages of the project with flexible and well-resourced planning and preparation
· Recognise from the start that letting the project develop slowly can be an important way to challenge ableist work practices 
· Make changes to the project based on co-designer suggestions and feedback, and make sure co-designers are aware of these changes.
Principle 3: Undertake a reflexive approach to power and agency
· Get everyone involved to question their own position and background, and how much power they have to make decisions 
· Provide opportunities to sit in the discomfort this creates
· Use power mapping tools throughout the project
· Create opportunities for everyone in the project team to learn and build their skills
· Provide opportunities for co-designers to lead research, create, and make decisions.
Principle 4: Ensure an inclusive approach to accessibility and diversity
· Provide accessible materials and formats to all co-designers
· Use clear communication
· Agree on shared meanings and definitions
· Make sure that people from diverse backgrounds and experiences can take part
· Recognise the impacts of intersectionality, or how people can face multiple barriers based on their identity and experience, such as culture, gender, or location
· Use creative and interactive methods 
· Use flexible timings and approaches that respect different needs and preferences
Who can use the principles?
While our principles are based on evidence from Australia, they are designed to be useful for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners running co-design with young people with disability in Australia and other countries.
Want to find out more?
You can read the full article on CYDA’s website: https://cyda.org.au/co-design/ 
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