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Abstract 

As the reach of complexity accelerates and characterizes health systems, there is an increasing 

need for government and health sector policymakers to move from siloed to systemic approaches 

to designing, implementing, and evaluating health policy. However, public-sector conventions 

inherited from the 20th century were designed for stability and remain resistant to change. This 

research explores what prevents or enables a complexity-informed, systemic design-led policy 

approach in the Population Public Health (PPH) Division, BC Ministry of Health. Engaging an 

action research framework facilitated reflective application of systemic design-led methods to 

map PPH policymakers’ experiences and organizational mental models and tested ways for 

policy teams to be more iterative, networked/collaborative, and supported to bridge conventional 

and innovative, design-led policy approaches. Study recommendations include designing a PPH 

policy hub with aligned policy tools and resources, enhancing staff-level networks, and shifting 

from top-down to a more adaptive, distributed leadership and decision-making model.  
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

At a health system level, policymaking has always involved navigating a high degree of 

complexity. Conventional policy approaches in the public sector often reflect an understanding 

of the health system as stand-alone from other social systems, with complexity managed by 

reducing and directing discrete elements and interactions (Bourgon, 2009 Eppel & Rhodes, 2018; 

Ryan, 2016). Yet, incorporating a whole systems view recognizes how the health system and 

systems more broadly intersect and interact in increasingly surprising and unpredictable ways 

that further amplify and accelerate complex challenges (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015; Lindstrom et 

al., 2011). In British Columbia (BC), the provincial government faces mounting pressures to 

mitigate and offset increasingly widespread infrastructure and population health impacts, 

intensified at the intersection of a global pandemic and compounding climate crises. In recent 

months, the record-breaking wildfires, heat waves, and flooding events unfolding across the 

province, along with evolving pandemic impacts and rapidly changing public health restrictions, 

have contributed to a collective sense of angst and uncertainty. Yet, while navigating the fall out 

of so much instability on a personal, community, and societal level, there is a growing awareness 

that these challenges interrelate in ways that are unlikely to respond to quick fixes, thus shifting 

the present level of uncertainty to become more certain moving forward.  

In this thesis, I first explore how ideas of stability have in the past produced government 

processes and practices that were intentionally linear and reductionist to counter complexity and 

promote predictability and efficiency (Bourgon, 2009; Eppel & Rhodes, 2018; Glouberman, 

2001). However, recent times have provided a front-row seat to how society's challenges spill 

over and intersect across multiple complex human and environmental systems in ways that are 

resistant to stand-alone, simplistic, or short-range solutions (Bason, 2017; Blomkamp, 2021; 
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Ryan, 2016). Instead, this shifting 21st -century landscape creates complex conditions that are 

difficult for governments and policymakers to map or predict, intersecting in ways that are often 

challenging to observe or influence directly (Cook & Tonurist, 2020). Alorse (2019) argued that 

a shifting understanding of the role and capacities of government in society is required to adapt 

and respond to complexity. Likewise, Bourgon (2011) argued that a broad re-think of 

government is needed—that government itself must be considered a complex and adaptive 

system—complex in that it is diverse and made up of multiple interconnected networks 

interacting with numerous other complex systems; adaptive in that it can change and learn 

through layers of interaction. Thus, to keep pace today, governments must retain and refine 

functional stability while bridging complexity, responding adaptively, and stretching mandates 

beyond traditionally defined sectors and policy domains (BC Public Service, 2020a).  

The Complexity Gap 

As the reach of complexity accelerates and characterizes health systems, there is an 

increasing need for government and health sector policymakers to move from siloed to systemic 

approaches to designing, implementing, and evaluating health policy. As the past year in BC has 

shown, policy teams must factor in compounding, intersectional impacts on population health, 

including widening socio-economic disparities, accelerating climate change, and the societal 

impacts of rapidly advancing and hyper-connective technologies. In addition, governments face 

increasing expectations for transparency and nuanced citizen engagement and the need to 

simultaneously maintain and improve equitable health service delivery for diversifying 

populations (Alorse, 2019; Bourgon, 2011; Howlett et al., 2020). In response, policymakers must 

arguably retain core stability while innovating and moving from generating siloed to integrative 

and adaptive cross-sector policy solutions. As I further explore in Chapter 2, conventional public 
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sector practices inherited from the 20th century are insufficient to prepare policymakers to 

adequately respond and generate broad, systemic solutions (Bourgon, 2011; Eppel & Rhodes, 

2018). Policy teams often remain constrained by path-dependent processes and siloed policy 

practices embedded when such approaches were regarded as an optimal strategy to manage 

complexity through secured efficiency and stability. However, such linear and 

compartmentalized policy approaches generally address symptoms while ignoring root causes, 

merely shifting consequences from one part of the system to another (Cook & Tonurist, 2020). 

Cook and Tonurist (2020) labelled this growing tension between complex systems challenges 

and outmoded institutional capacity the "complexity gap" (p. 3), to which they proposed an 

integrated bridge of systems and design thinking to address.  

Study Focus: Closing the Complexity Gap 

This research explores how drawing from systemic design thinking and methods can 

further bridge the growing complexity gap facing BC public sector policymakers. Specifically, I 

consider opportunities to systemically design and shift strategic health system policy practices in 

the Population Public Health (PPH) Division, BC Ministry of Health (the Ministry). I explore 

PPH policymakers' shifting roles within the broader BC health landscape and the amplifying 

challenges and constraints imposed by governmental conventions guiding public health policy 

design. The aim is to support PPH policy teams to embed complexity, systems, and design-led 

thinking and ultimately innovate and adapt divisional work practices to respond to intersecting 

health system challenges. The difficulty is to do so while confronting the contradictions and 

tensions arising within a complex organization generally resistant to change. Considering the 

forces at work within this public sector environment, this research aims to answer the following 

question: What prevents or enables a complexity-informed, systemic design-led strategic policy 
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approach in the PPH division? Further, how might systemic design thinking and principles be 

applied to align divisional structures and workflows and enable a more innovative, adaptive, and 

collaborative policy environment?  

In this study, I take the position that despite intersecting and compounding crises with 

mounting evidence of widespread population health impacts, the PPH division, and the Ministry 

more broadly, have yet to embrace complex systems thinking to inform and adapt policy 

processes and practices. I further argue that the PPH division must shift and adapt policy 

practices to direct and influence an increasingly complex public health system and mitigate and 

address intersecting determinants and population health impacts. Subsequently, I hypothesize 

that coordinating a more aligned and adaptive policy approach requires an applied combination 

of complexity, systems, and design-led thinking to shift our collective mental models and 

influence the division’s policy culture, including the way policymakers individually and 

collectively think about and make policy at a systems level.  

Significance of the Study 

In this study, I engaged in a systemic, action-oriented inquiry across the PPH division, 

where I work as a director, to advance a systemic design approach to strategic public health 

policy. I have participated in early stages of this work through my involvement on the planning 

committee of the PPH dvision's Directors and Excluded Managers Network (DEMN), recently 

convened by executive leadership to create new opportunities for teams to collaborate across the 

division. In addition, we have partnered with the Ministry's Health Innovation Hub to support 

our planning team's capacity to facilitate innovative ways to bring the network together and work 

differently to engage rather than minimize complex challenges in divisional policy work. As a 

result, DEMN has set the stage for incorporating a systemic approach to change in the division, 
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which focuses on establishing a collective vision, supporting change management, and providing 

the networked infrastructure needed to advance that change.  

An emerging, upfront priority in this work is mentoring a shift in focus and skillset across 

the division from providing a range of operational program oversight to leading health system 

change through setting strategic public health policy direction. The DEMN planning committee 

recently formed the DEMN Strategic Policy Pod (SPP) in February 2021 to further explore 

divisional needs and define actions to cultivate team capacity to advance strategic policy. Early 

explorations by the DEMN SPP highlight the need to promote alignment across the division by 

designing an integrated, systems-led approach to navigating complex policy initiatives that span 

teams and policy domains. A collective priority is identifying optimized communication 

pathways and processes and implementing a new supportive policy infrastructure to align staff 

and senior leadership's efforts and priorities across the division. A systemic design approach 

aims to establish sightlines between team portfolios and improve networked communication and 

approval pathways between all staff, from policy analysts to executive leads, to advance strategic 

policy initiatives.  

This research aims to advance the DEMN SPP work by engaging PPH staff to consider 

existing divisional workflows and communication pathways to shift strategic health policy 

practices in the division. The overarching goal is to inform and guide the systemic design of a 

more integrative and streamlined approach to strategic policy that equips PPH policy teams to 

navigate complexity, both internal and external, to the division. By applying a systemic design 

lens to divisional policy practices, PPH policy, in turn, may be coordinated to better influence 

and lead the health system to move beyond siloed, settings-based approaches to incorporate key 
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population and public health priorities, such as seamless service integration, enhanced equitable 

access, and connecting upstream prevention strategies (BC Ministry of Health, 2017). 

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis  

Throughout this study, I model the PPH division, within the broader Ministry and BC 

Public Sector, as a complex adaptive system. This framing requires conducting a whole systems 

analysis, drawing the boundaries to contextualize the constraints and interactions impacting 

policymakers working across PPH. Examining such dynamics is broadly applicable for all public 

sector policymakers working cross-ministry or cross-government. However, this analysis 

considers PPH policymakers specifically as they confront the broader public health landscape 

and the amplifying tensions and constraints imposed by practice conventions shaping the 

division's capacity for a strategic policy response. Narrowing this study's scope to intentionally 

consider PPH policymakers provides insight into shifting practices in a specific policy context 

where there is a pressing need to integrate clinical, operational, and strategic systems-level 

policy direction. PPH relies on extensive partnerships with other divisions, ministries, and a 

complex health sector that intersects public health, primary care, and acute care services with 

unique populations and priorities distributed across five regional and two provincial health 

authorities. The PPH division also provides a more intimate sample population of policymakers 

to consider in the context of an organization as large and diverse as the broader BC Public 

Service. This research aims to advance scalable insight from PPH policymakers' experiences to 

support public sector policy innovation in broader cross-ministry, cross-government contexts. 

Through a systemic action-oriented approach, this study aims to advance further 

understanding of what is needed to contribute to systemic change in policy practices in the public 

sector, which is a complex consideration resistant to simple, quick-fix solutions. While 
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organizational change can happen incrementally, the foundational values driving underlying 

systems often remain submerged and unchallenged. Transformational change requires exploring 

the foundational mindsets and practices that affect the whole organization's general behaviour 

(M. Quayle, personal communication, January 16, 2021). In this way, cultivating innovative 

policy practices involves studying the systemic relationships and interactions both within and 

external to the division to map the patterns that undermine or support an innovative, strategic 

policy design approach. Like other public sector divisions, the structural conventions, 

communication pathways, and approval processes embedded in the hierarchical, bureaucratic 

government structure direct and shape the PPH work environment. These structures tend to rely 

on linear processes, sequential decision-cycles, and reductionist approaches characteristic of the 

public sector that avoid messy realities in favour of measured priorities with predictable scopes, 

budgets, and timelines (Ryan, 2016). To cultivate innovative capacity and adaptive policy 

practices within the PPH division, this study takes a systemic design approach to explore the 

impacts of this hierarchical, institutional culture shaping (and shaped by) policymakers' work 

practices, which act as barriers or levers for innovation and organizational change.  

Barriers to Innovation 

Considering the structural impacts shaping the PPH division's policy culture, on the one 

hand, I observe language encouraging innovative, systems-based thinking and approaches. The 

Health Innovation Hub's introduction within the broader Ministry in 2017 provides a forum to 

share policy resources and cultivate knowledge exchange. On the other hand, in practice, I 

observe a separation between the Hub's innovation objectives and the day-to-day work of the 

PPH division; PPH teams must step outside of their usual workflow to submit an idea or proposal 

to consult the Hub on approved projects with defined timelines. I observe that this workflow 
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within the system relegates innovative approaches as time-bound and optional rather than 

integrated throughout everyday practice. Such institutional structures and processes are 

potentially contributive to a collective mindset that relegates innovation, or working together 

differently, as optional rather than integrated throughout the everyday culture shaping strategic 

health policy design. As Cook and Tonurist (2020) described as the case for other government-

based innovation labs, integrative efforts are still needed to move innovation toward the centre to 

access and transform the core structures, norms, and standards that shape processes and policy 

outputs of the PPH division. 

Corporate Vision: A Roadmap for Change   

The stated vision and mission of the 2020 Corporate Plan for the BC Public Service 

recognize the need to advance a modern public service that brings innovation from the margins 

to inform the government's core processes and outputs. The current plan aims to be "better able 

to anticipate and respond to emerging issues and opportunities, and not be perceived as a barrier 

to innovation and progress" (BC Public Service, 2020b, para. 3). While demands arising during 

the COVID-19 pandemic and recent climate change events demonstrate the government's 

capacity for adaptive response, the challenge remains to integrate ongoing agility and innovative 

action beyond times of crisis into the "regular operational DNA of the public service" (para. 3). 

However, it is not enough to mandate innovation without providing the tools and the road map 

for needed change to succeed. The corporate plan acknowledges that public sector policy 

requires a shift to a design-based approach through experimentation and data-informed analysis, 

drawing from "innovative methods, tools and approaches to better understand, respond to and 

even anticipate the diverse needs and expectations of citizens" (para. 4).  
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This study aims to move these ideas to action by applying systemic design thinking to 

advance the commitments outlined in the corporate plan, specifically to provide new and 

enhanced opportunities for greater collaboration and more effective ways of working cross-

ministry as well as with external partners, strengthen capacity to deliver quality policy outcomes 

with targeted initiatives that develop policymakers through fostering a culture that values policy 

excellence, advance the shift to a more innovative and experimental public service culture, and 

enable policymakers to effectively access the policy tools and data needed to understand and 

respond to complex issues (para. 5). 

Corporate Values: Guiding Ideas to Action 

Driving the vision and mission outlined in the corporate plan are the stated BC Public 

Service corporate values: courage, passion, teamwork, service, accountability, curiosity, and 

above all, integrity (BC Public Service, 2020c). These values are promoted to advance a positive 

work culture, centre a collective organizational identity, define shared expectations and a 

consistent management approach while improving overall organizational performance (BC 

Public Service n.d. para. 4). However, as illustrated through my observations of the Innovation 

Hub initiatives versus everyday practice of the PPH division, the challenge is to move beyond 

aspirational value statements to action. Promoting a more innovative and effective public service 

requires integrating these values to navigate change and uncertainty while remaining focused and 

committed to the central purpose of the Ministry, which is to maintain highly effective health 

services while generating policy that can skillfully lead and influence the health system to be 

adaptive, effective, and resilient.  

This study aims to promote policymakers' opportunities to work together differently by 

integrating more coordinated and collaborative policy practices aligned with these corporate 
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values and priorities. In this way, this research aligns with BC Public Sector values by providing 

an action-oriented space for participants across the division to work collaboratively across 

conventional boundaries, and encouraging new ideas and a willingness to iteratively learn from 

failure as well as success (para 6). In addition, this research aims to channel curiosity in the PPH 

division, find alternatives to the status quo, value and reflect different viewpoints, and 

demonstrate the courage to "look beyond the process to see the possible" (para. 11).  

Overview of the Thesis   

The remainder of this thesis is organized into four chapters. Chapter 2 presents a review 

of the scholarly literature, first to contextualize the central research question, and later the 

findings and recommendations related to what prevents or enables a systemic design-led 

approach to strategic policy in the PPH division. First, I consider a range of literature that takes a 

historical view to explain why 20th-century governance and policy approaches served society 

well in the past but need to adapt for the future. Next, I consider a range of organizational 

systems literature that draws from concepts related to complexity theory (networks, resilience, 

emergence, and adaptive systems) to provide insight into system dynamics at play, both internal 

and external to the division. Finally, I conclude Chapter 2 by exploring a range of literature 

drawn from design theory, specifically the emerging field of systemic design, applied to public 

sector policy to explore the changing capacities and supports required to support today's policy 

teams to respond to complex issues and shape more iterative solutions.  

Chapter 3 outlines the participatory systemic inquiry (PSI) methodology used to guide the 

study design, which involved a series of parallel inquiry threads engaging policy analysts and 

supervisory staff (directors and managers) based on their role and vantage points in the PPH 

division. I outline the sequence of small group workshops in each inquiry thread, including the 
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systemic design-led methods and the collective data analysis and affinity diagramming process 

used. Next, in Chapter 4 I present the study findings and conclusions related to what prevents or 

enables a systemic design approach to strategic policy in the PPH division. First, I report on my 

initial data analysis, including the emerging themes organized as the barriers and enablers 

identified by participants in each inquiry thread's first small group workshop. I also outline the 

second cycle of analysis undertaken with participants, where we refined an affinity diagram to 

identify and map relationships between themes. I then discuss and draw conclusions from the 

literature reviewed in Chapter 2 to demonstrate how the workshop findings provide insight on 

barriers and enablers experienced by PPH policymakers and how this can inform and guide next 

steps and future initiatives for the DEMN SPP and senior leaders in PPH. 

The thesis concludes in Chapter 5 by examining the implications of this study. This 

chapter synthesizes the subsequent action-planning work to date since the DEMN SPP workshop 

series to expand the conclusions from Chapter 4 into a clear set of recommendations, compiled 

from the workshop findings and the supporting literature. First, I outline the knowledge-

mobilization conversations between the DEMN and senior leaders in the division. Second, I 

describe this study's actionable recommendations based on the findings and conclusions 

supported by the relevant literature previously outlined. Finally, I conclude by clearly identifying 

this thesis's contribution to the scholarship and literature and offering suggestions and 

recommendations for future inquiry projects. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

In this study, I start from the position that cultivating a systemic design approach to 

policy in the PPH division involves exploring the normative structures, interactions, and 

mindsets shaping the organization and mapping the patterns that support or undermine a shift in 

policy practices. I’ve posed my central research question and later, my findings and 

recommendations at the intersection of several broad and distinct bodies of literature, including 

public policy, complex systems, and design theory. Each field of study represents a possible 

lifetime of exploration; for practical purposes, I’ve delimited this literature review to a chosen 

range of texts within each discipline to demonstrate the confluence between each and, in 

subsequent chapters, how this informed the conduct and interpretation of findings in this study. I 

begin with a historical overview to explain why 20th-century governance and policy approaches 

served society well in the past but need to adapt for the future. Next, I explore a range of systems 

literature applied to organizations, including the public sector, that draws from concepts related 

to complexity theory (networks, emergence, resilience, and adaptive systems) to contextualize 

system dynamics at play, both internal and external, to the PPH division. Finally, I consider 

emerging thinking on public policy innovation and applied design theory to explore opportunities 

to enhance today’s policy teams’ capacities to respond to complex challenges and shape more 

iterative policy solutions. Specifically, I explore the emerging field of systemic design theory 

and practice to understand the applicability of systemic design methods in adapting public sector 

systems to better respond to complexity, including opportunities to support a cultural shift 

toward strengthened strategic policy practices in the division.  
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Through a Lens of Then and Now 

Bourgon (2011) outlined the historical origins of the “classic model” (p. 9) of public 

administration, from its roots in antiquity to the building of the modern, Western states in the 

Industrial Age of the 19th and early 20th centuries. This traditional model was founded on 

several guiding conventions, including respect for the rule of law and separation between the 

political and administrative functions in government, which included a public sector structured 

and operated under precise rules and principles of anonymity and neutrality. This model emerged 

when scientific approaches to management, influenced by Newtonian theories, became central to 

administrative thinking, action, and organization (Bourgon, 2009; Eppel & Rhodes, 2018; 

Glouberman, 2001). This model centred on mechanistic ideas of the world as objective, 

measurable, predictable, and controllable and incorporated approaches that valued predictability, 

impartiality, procedural fairness, and equality/democracy above all (Du Gay 2000; Kernaghan, 

2002). Such approaches embedded assumptions pervasive at the time, which Eppel and Rhodes 

(2018) summarized as a) the belief that to know a system required isolation of individual parts, 

b) the presumed predictability of the relationship among parts, and c) the result of interactions 

and the working whole could eventually be understood by summing the parts (p. 949). 

Glouberman (2001) described sociologist Max Weber’s guiding theory of the “rational 

bureaucracy” (p. 7), which formed the basis for public sector policy frameworks until World War 

II. Other prominent theorists, such as George B. Dantzig, argued that the majority of societal 

problems could be stated mathematically; from this flowed the idea that public sector decision-

making could be almost entirely automated, requiring limited roles and discretion for human 

operators (Bason & Austin, 2021). These combined views and theories informed the emergence 
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of bureaucratic structures and norms in government, which formalized and rationalized 

governance structures that separated work planning from its doing (Bason & Austin, 2021). 

Such theory and approaches resulted in public institutions organized as bureaucratic 

hierarchies with concentrated power, priority, and direction setting at the top (Glouberman, 

2001). According to this framework, all contributions to the policy process “were fed ‘up the 

ladder’ from a variety of sources to one final decision-maker, who put it all together and 

decide[d] what to do” (p. 7). Within this organizational structure, the top of the hierarchy was 

considered to have the most knowledge and capacity to incorporate all necessary perspectives 

into the final decision. Glouberman argued that these ideas became so entrenched that there was 

(and arguably continues to be) a widely held belief that governments must be singularly 

hierarchical if they are to function at all. This, and other approaches, including the mechanistic 

and dualistic ways of viewing the world, predominant in the 20th century, produced government 

processes and policy practices that were intentionally linear and reductionist in the spirit of 

highly valued predictability and efficiency (Bourgon, 2009). As Bason and Austin (2021) noted, 

although these approaches ultimately fell short of initial hopes for solving complex social 

challenges, they contributed to political and functional stability. Thus, the emphasis on rational 

and scientific principles holds value and persists in steering current public sector decision-

making and policy practices today. As I will explore in subsequent sections, these approaches 

represent a culturally mediated response to complexity, which builds from a previously 

entrenched worldview or mental model that frames complexity as something that can and must 

be managed and controlled to achieve and maintain stability in the public sphere. 

While the norms and structures of the classic model suited the predominant worldview 

and social mores of the time, maintaining rigid bureaucratic standards and linear, reductionist 
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modes of thinking have arguably contributed to many of the complex problems and challenges 

facing society today (Bourgon, 2011; Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015). Arguably, complexity is not 

new; rather, our current collective understanding and response to complexity require review. 

Increasingly, public sector scholars and practitioners share the view that the modes of thinking 

guiding the traditional public sector model and policy practices inherited from the 20th century 

inadequately prepare governments to respond to today’s complex, interconnected challenges. 

(Bason & Austin, 2021; Bason, 2017; Bourgon, 2009, 2011, 2017; Brooks & Geyer, 2020; Cook 

& Tonurist, 2020; Eppel & Rhodes, 2018). Such practices, and the mindsets that inform them, 

need to evolve to keep pace with the hyperconnectivity, unpredictability, and complexity of 

present times. Moreover, characteristics of the traditional public sector model designed for 

stability create outright barriers for governments and policymakers trying to adapt and evolve in 

today’s context (Bason & Austin, 2021). In practice, the top-down power dynamics and pressing 

fiduciary duties steering government create a highly risk-averse and static culture resistant to 

disruptions of the status quo (Cook & Tonurist, 2020; Ryan, 2016). Confronting mounting 

complexity in today’s context leads to what Ryan (2016) described as a tendency to “cling to 

whatever is within reach: the organizations, processes, toolsets, mindsets, and habits we have 

lived with the longest and are most familiar with” (para. 3). Thus, despite many public 

administrative reforms over the past several decades, Bourgon argued that today’s public 

administration model, both in terms of function and as an evolving construct, is “not entirely of 

the past and not yet of the future” (p. 7). Much of the continued day-to-day processes in 

government remain suited to traditional planning, decision-making, and project management 

approaches. Stability remains crucial, and public sector services must remain continuously 

available; even with a pressing need for innovation identified, most services cannot pause for a 
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complete renovation (Cook & Tonurist, 2020; Ryan 2016). Cook and Tonurist (2020) 

acknowledged that this creates a perplexing problem for proponents of innovation in the public 

sector. They argued that a more nuanced approach is needed because any intervention aimed at 

transformation must be “at once sympathetic and disruptive to the old system” (p. 16). However, 

Cook and Tonurist also argued that addressing the current state of uncertainty facing 

governments cannot be managed through episodic or externally imposed attempts at innovation. 

Instead, they asserted that public sector organizations must reorganize to responsively integrate 

broad connections and build adaptive capacity, which “requires reflective practices and 

practitioners that acknowledge the possibility of outcome variety… that require systems to adapt 

to unforeseen events” (p. 4). These authors argued that integrating systems seeing, thinking, and 

decision-making by socializing opportunities to collaborate across traditional boundaries can 

enable systems change within public policy work processes that will, in turn, make public 

systems and services more effective and resilient.  

Cook and Tonurist (2020), however, further identified that systems approaches in the 

public sector are far from an established field. Moreover, there is little empirical research on 

policymakers’ strategies to deal with complex realities in practice. In their initial review, the 

existence of only a few well-documented case studies of systems approaches in the public sector 

suggest that governments lack the internal capacity for a complexity- and systems-led response. 

With this gap in mind, in the next section I delve further into the systems literature and consider 

the public sector through the lens of complexity theory to consider how the cultivation of 

systems thinking and approaches might inform and shift the collective mindsets shaping policy 

culture, processes, and practices. 
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Through a Complexity Lens 

As Cabrera and Cabrera (2015) argued, while the impacts of climate change, world 

hunger, widening economic disparities, etcetera are compounding, legitimate crises, none on 

their own form the root problem. These authors noted that “The root crisis is the way we think. 

…We must change our thinking from the binary, linear, and categorical kind to a new form of 

thinking called systems thinking to solve the issues facing humanity” (pp. 13-14). Senge (2006) 

noted that “Today’s problems come from yesterday’s ‘solutions’’ (p. 57). Likewise, Cabrera and 

Cabrera, further argued that complex problems are not independent of how we think about them; 

instead, the complexity of issues arises when our mental models, or ways of seeing and 

interacting with the world, are out of touch or balance with the way systems work. As described 

in the previous section, non-systems-oriented mental models tend to be reductionistic (overly 

focused on static, disaggregated parts) rather than considerate of the dynamic whole; excessively 

hierarchical and linear rather than attuned to complex, distributed networks; and dualistic, rather 

than multivalent or pluralistic in focus (Bourgon, 2011; Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015; Eppel & 

Rhodes, 2018). Thus, a systems approach shifts away from a mechanistic 20th-century world 

view to recognize the dynamic inter-relationships between elements coming together to function 

as a whole. Thinking in systems is more than studying systems as categorically distinct from 

ourselves or positioned out there. Instead, Cabrera and Cabrera defined systems thinking as:  

A crucial relationship between systems (the basic unit of how the natural world  

works) and thinking (the way we construct mental models of this world). Therefore, 

systems thinking must fundamentally balance what we know about real-world systems 

and what we know about the knower. (p. 14) 
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Evolving systems thinking involves learning to better align our current mental models with real-

world systems, of which we are a dynamically interactive part. As Cabrera and Cabrera 

concluded, this consists in learning to recognize that, “Whenever we don’t get the results we 

want, whenever the behaviour of the system surprises us, whenever the treatment doesn’t solve 

the problem, it’s the real world giving us feedback that there’s something wrong with our mental 

models” (p. 27).  

 In addition to understanding the significance of mental models, the other important aspect 

of systems thinking is understanding the concept of a complex adaptive system (CAS) (Cabrera 

& Cabrera, 2015; Cilliers, 2000; Dooley, 1997; Gell-Mann, 1994; Snowden & Boone, 2007). 

Complexity theory has evolved from many diverse disciplines and applications in recent 

decades, including the physical sciences, ecology, social systems, organizational theory, 

governance, and health (Eppel & Rhodes, 2018; Lindstrom et al., 2011). The Santa Fe Institute, 

founded in 1984, is widely credited as the first to bring an interdisciplinary research approach to 

define and advance complexity theory out of a synthesis across disciplines (Dillon, 2001). 

Studying the characteristics of complex systems in the physical and biological world offers 

insights applicable to human systems and organizations. An extensive volume of literature and 

research has been published in the last 30 years, applying complexity theory to the social 

sciences (Boulton et al., 2015; Byrne & Callaghan, 2013; Cilliers, 1998, 2000; Eppel & Rhodes, 

2018). Cilliers (2000) developed a general complexity theory for social institutions and 

organizations, arguing that complexity theory has important insights to guide how we think about 

organizational structures, dynamics, and complex change management. While Cilliers provided 

the caveat that complexity theory will not produce a singular “fix” (p. 23) to understand all that 

ails human organizations, the lessons and insights provided by a complexity model inform a 
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significant shift in thinking and mental modelling to better respond to complex, cross-sector 

challenges. Likewise, Senge (2006) further coined the concept of a “learning organization” (p. 3) 

to describe this needed shift in collective minds or mental models from relying on authoritarian 

structures and singular leaders to address complexity to instead viewing the organization itself as 

a complex system of dynamic interactions. Understanding and leading organizations in this way 

promotes adaptive, collective learning, which facilitates more responsive navigation of 

complexity across all facets of an organization. Senge outlined how learning organizations hone 

this capacity by cultivating five key disciplines: embedding systems thinking, fostering personal 

mastery, surfacing mental models, aligning shared vision, and promoting team learning as a 

means to leverage complex systems dynamics at play. Together, these disciplines support groups 

and organizations in recognizing complex interrelationships and patterns of change and moving 

from being overwhelmed by complexity to a state of adaptive readiness and responsiveness. 

Recognizing and understanding the characteristics and impacts in complex systems 

outlined in Table 1 support a shift to a more holistic mental model of organizations as complex, 

self-organizing networks of dynamic, non-linear, and emergent interactions. Thus, understanding 

organizations within their broader environments as complex, interactive systems means studying 

the interrelationships at play more than isolating and studying the individual elements (Rickles et 

al., 2007). 

 

Table 1 The General Characteristics of Complex Adaptive Systems 

Characteristic  

Composite • CAS are composites of many elements that in themselves can be simple.  

 

Non-linear • The elements mutually and dynamically interact in non-linear ways that propagate 

throughout the system. 
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Emergent • The system’s behaviour is emergent and determined by the interactions between 

elements rather than the components of the elements themselves; thus, “the whole 

is greater than the sum of its parts” (Rickles et al., 2007). 

 

Feedback • Elements (or agents) use simple, internalized rules (i.e. instincts and mental 

models) that guide their interactions, which are further propagated by direct and 

indirect feedback loops, both positive and negative 

 

Memory • Complex systems have a distributed “memory” (Cilliers, p. 24) and history that is 

critical to their behaviour  

 

Open systems • Complex systems are open systems, exchanging information and energy with the 

external environment  

 

Self-organizing • Complex systems are adaptive over time, internally self-organizing, and become 

more complex without the intervention of an external source 

     

Note. This table is adapted from Cilliers (2000) and corroborated across the literature (see: 

Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015; Eppel & Rhodes, 2018; Gell-Mann, 1994; Lindstrom et al., 2011; 

Meadows, 2008; Rickles et al., 2007). 

 

Complex organizations are open systems rather than closed and exchange vital energy and 

information between elements and across boundaries with their environment (including other 

organizations and systems) in ways that shape and shift the organization’s identity over time. In 

this way, complex systems cannot be wholly separated from their context or environment. 

Another central feature of complexity theory is that relatively simple rules guide these 

interactions and significantly affect the system’s behaviour. These simple rules serve as the 

foundations of developing “wildly diverse self-organizing structures” (Meadows, 2008, p. 80). 

The non-linearity of the layered, resulting interactions creates differing trajectories, emergent 

over time, and small inputs can generate significant impacts or vice-versa (Rickles et al., 2007). 

Emergent outcomes are not just determined by inputs but also by the organization’s context and 

history. Thus, combined, predicting the evolution of complex behaviour in organizations is 
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difficult and only possible to generalize (Cilliers, 2000). Complex organizations cannot thrive 

under too much centralized or hierarchical control considering these characteristics. As Cilliers 

argued, this does not suggest that there should not be any control, but rather control should be 

distributed throughout the system.  

Applying complexity theory as observed directly from the physical or biological world to 

the context of governance structures and the public sector provides insight, however, with noted 

limitations. For instance, in government, the concept of emergence and decentralized control 

raise considerations. As Cairney and Geyer (2017) critically argued, “while the biological world 

presents local interaction without a centre, in politics, there is a centre – central government – 

and our focus is on emergence despite – rather than the absence of - its role” (p. 2). Their 

previous writing (2015) described how these are different processes requiring different 

explanations to address. Haynes (2018) also considered limitations in applying complexity 

theory in public management and policy contexts. Haynes noted a critical distinction in the 

complexity literature between approaches describing the degree and nature of complexity within 

the systems where policymakers operate versus research that proposes alternative practices that 

enable public sector teams to cope with complexity and perform better. In Haynes’s view, 

complexity literature focused on shifts in policy approach remain conceptual and rarely offers 

empirical evidence to justify new practices as measurably better in their resulting influences and 

outcomes. In part, Haynes argued that the lack of empirical evidence on the utility of policy 

practices designed to address complexity relates to the “ontology of complexity” (p. 981) that 

sees a complex systems environment as “being very difficult to subject to a controlled, 

experimental-based research environment where one can be confident of measuring outcomes” 

(p. 981). Pollitt (2009) also criticized this lack of evidence and argued that the use of complexity 
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theory cannot remain in abstract discussions but must be refined and tested in practical 

application in policy development. 

Despite noted limitations, a growing number of authors have explored the utility of 

applied complexity theory in shifting public policy theory and practices. The 2018 Public 

Management Review published a range of writing and studies on the applications of complexity 

theory in public sector management and policy. In their opening editorial, Eppel and Rhodes 

(2018) outlined the relevance and applicability of a more adaptive, complexity-informed 

approach to bring into view multiple levels of interaction and scale simultaneously across policy 

domains. These authors noted an explicit rise over the past 20 years in applying complexity 

theory concepts to explain how complex policy domains behave and how policymakers might 

better design and manage change across sectors. Their review summarized conclusions generated 

across the literature that complexity and network theory are linked and necessary concepts to 

inform governance theory and policy practices in the modern-day public sector. They outlined an 

explicit recognition that a complexity perspective involves rejecting assumptions of 

predictability and control in the public sector and adopting thoughts of multiple, interactive, self-

organizing elements that learn and change over time. Further, they outlined how a rising number 

of scholars and practitioners have increasingly argued for complexity theory as a means to 

understand broader policy domains and also how public policy processes work internally, 

including agenda setting, policy development, decision-making, and implementation (p. 951).  

To provide an example, Haynes (2018) explored internalized public service values 

through a complexity theory lens. Haynes demonstrated how patterns of values, such as belief 

systems and their dynamic interactions, shape organizational behaviours and other patterns such 

as institutional rules, norms, and structures. Over time, the interactions between these patterns 
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create an emergent and self-organizing public sector culture. Howlett et al., (2020) identified the 

act of policy design within this culture as a contextual, value-laden process rather than a neutral 

one. Howlett et al. further argued that these subjective acts reflect a series of interpretations and 

decisions made by policymakers within a specific context to target a problem, define potential 

solutions, and determine the approach to achieve it. Like Ryan (2016) and Cook and Tonurist 

(2020), these authors noted that the influence of organizational norms and the collective range of 

policymakers’ interpretations and mindsets enable or constrain a government’s capacity to 

analyze complex problems and solutions. Howlett et al. further argued that ideational or 

epistemological assumptions shape policymakers’ understanding of what constitutes a policy 

problem or appropriate policy action. In this way, studying public policy practices involves more 

than analyzing the official records of government. Instead, Howlett et al. argued that it requires 

further consideration of the “realm of potential choices, or choices not made” (p. 4) woven with 

critical analysis of who is enabled to enact such choices in government. Taken together, the 

cumulative knowledge, skill, and structural constraints impact a government’s capacity to 

respond to increasingly complex social challenges. 

Similarly, other authors have argued that the ability of the public sector, as a complex 

adaptive system, to self-organize and adapt, for elements to dynamically interact so that the 

system is more than the sum of its parts--this is what provides the “fuel for innovation, evolution, 

and learning” (Boulton et al., 2015, p. 29). Bristow and Healy (2014) applied a complexity lens 

in their research to understand the emergent interactions between policymakers and their 

environments. These authors contended that system interactions are constantly adapting and 

changing, indicative of the need to shift from ideas of centralized control of systems to 

developing policy that supports system capacities for self-organization and adaptation. To enable 
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self-organization, these authors argued for policy development in a distributed network structure 

that engages system actors in a “patchwork hierarchy” (p. 97) that facilitates collaborative 

learning and non-linear planning methods, including testing, implementing, and evaluating ahead 

of the completion of plans. This more iterative approach involves policymakers defining and 

refining their task and scope along the way, adapting to new problems and information. Notably, 

Bristow and Healy found that the system’s behaviour was determined by the interactions and 

relationships between policy teams and their environment, not by their formal roles in their 

respective agencies. Their study reported that internal structures continuously reorganized, and 

assumptions were challenged to accommodate new and diverse ideas and information. Their 

research offers a challenge to mechanical and linear approaches to policy development, to 

instead move to understand and respond to the interconnectedness of systems to build adaptivity 

and resilience in policy processes and outputs. Bristol and Healy concluded that governments 

need to “strengthen policy networks, embrace knowledge and learning from all sources in 

society, and foster innovation through decreasing the rigidity of disciplinary, organizational and 

social boundaries” (p. 97). Colander and Kupers (2014) supported a similar argument that 

governments should create “eco-structures” (p. 10) that are conducive to more bottom-up policy 

solutions, providing policymakers and citizens with enough space to self-organize in new ways 

to address complex problems. In contrast to arguments outlined earlier, Colander and Kupers 

stressed that this implies that governance and policy processes can be influenced rather than 

centrally or hierarchically controlled.   

Together, these studies demonstrate how shifting to a complexity-informed worldview 

can cultivate recognition of patterns in the unpredictable and adaptivity in practice to cope and 

respond within a policy context in a perpetual state of flux. Complexity theory applied in an 
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organizational context points to the need for collaborative, iterative processes which make space 

for emergent interactions, learning, and evaluation. However, as noted, further exploration is 

needed to understand what tools and supports enable policy teams to cultivate and apply 

complexity-responsive practices. The following sections explore how design thinking and 

methods, combined with systems theory, potentially offer practical applications for policy teams 

to navigate and respond to complexity. 

Design Thinking 

A growing body of literature applies design theory and methods beyond purely functional 

or aesthetic fields, shifting to more abstract applications of design thinking to influence broader 

social system change. (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012; Ryan & Leung, 2014). Akin to systems 

thinking, design thinking similarly represents a crucial relationship between design (the 

processes through which we make and design our world) and thinking (the way we construct 

mental models of this world). This section considers the emergence and cross-application of 

design thinking and principles from their origins in built-environment design and aesthetics to 

broader social systems, including the public sector and policy design. This cross-application of 

design theory and methods has generated some caution from policy scholars and designers alike, 

which offers important considerations. However, as Bason and Austin (2021) outlined, design 

practices can challenge public governance and policy ideas in important ways that offer alternate 

conceptual foundations leading to different applications, structures, and outcomes.  

The metacognitive concept of design thinking as a distinct field of enquiry traces to the 

1962 Conference on Design Methods, held in London. As Cross (1993) outlined, the conference 

was the first time that 'design methods' received significant recognition as a focus for academic 

study. Subsequent writings, such as the seminal work of Rowe (1986), which, while focused on 
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built-environment design, explored how designers think differently by studying the “interior 

situational logic and the decision-making processes of designers in action” (p. 2). Advancing this 

concept, Buchanan (1992) considered design thinking as an integrative discipline that connects 

valuable knowledge from across the arts and the sciences, “but in ways more suited to the 

problems and purposes of the present” (p. 6). In addition, Buchanan cited the 1960s work of 

Horst Rittel, who formulated the “wicked problems approach” (p. 15) and illustrated the need to 

move away from linear, reductionist methods. Instead, Rittel promoted the cultivation of a 

designer’s ability to iteratively interact with the “indeterminacy” (p. 18) of complex problems 

before the result or outcome is knowable or understood. Such ideas made way for David Kelley, 

founder, and Tim Brown, chair of the influential human-centred design firm IDEO, who 

advanced concepts of applied design thinking as a collaborative, methodological process to 

support people and organizations to reach collectively generated innovative ideas. Kelley (2001) 

promoted the power of collaborative design environments that tap into innovation by 

encouraging the free expression of ideas and the disruption of norms, culminating in an intense, 

collective, ‘brainstorm-and-build’ innovation process. Brown (2009) further popularized design 

thinking as an iterative approach to complex challenges, continuously moving between divergent 

and convergent thinking processes.  

Other design theorists have since explored the defining features and impacts of applying 

collaborative, design-led thinking in non-traditional settings. For example, Nelson and 

Stolterman (2012) considered design an inquiry tradition, akin to the distinct traditions of the arts 

and sciences, that is widely adaptable across all human/experiential domains, including 

organizational management, healthcare, policy, and education. While recognizing that creativity 

is seminal to design, these authors defined design thinking beyond creativity to include 
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innovative, productive, and compositional actions toward the influence and change of human 

systems. They argued that this positions design as an action-oriented, pragmatic, and critical 

form of thought and inquiry. Martin (2009), in turn, described the unique property of design 

thinking and inquiry as “abductive reasoning” (p. 62), based, in part, on the theorizing of the 

early 20th-century philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce. Martin described how this form of 

reasoning allows design thinkers to move beyond the binary fixation between deductive versus 

inductive thought conventions to form new and divergent ways of thinking that make room for 

possibility. Further contributing to the notion that design provides an alternative mode of 

thinking and decision-making, Dorst (2015) promoted the cross-application of divergent thinking 

strategies drawn from design-based practice. Dorst argued that design thinking equips leaders 

and organizations to approach complex, dynamic problems by opening new approaches to 

framing problem situations and solutions. To bridge formal design training and broad application 

toward such ends, Manzini (2015) promoted the role of formally trained designers to mentor and 

cultivate diffuse design skills in the lay population and argued that both formal and lay 

perspectives are needed to interact and confront complex challenges and generate social change.   

It is important to note the limitations of design thinking put forward by critics who have 

questioned the broad application of design thinking outside of traditional design domains. 

Maciver et al., (2016) pointed to the many challenges arising from the disparities between 

creative and other technical disciplines, leading to what they argued to be unsatisfactory results 

from either a design or technical perspective. Kolko (2018) argued a similar point but considered 

that broad application dilutes the design process. From Kolko’s perspective, popularized design 

thinking lacks proper integration and understanding of trained designers’ core practices and 

competencies, taking a process from the abstract to actually “make things” (p. 34). For Kolko, 
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the simplified application of design thinking misses the intimacy with details and materials, 

complexity, and simplicity, thus missing out on the “formal depth” (p. 32) needed to shape an 

idea or solution meaningfully. Kolko argued that the popularization of design thinking has led to 

a culture of reactive and superficial alterations rather than achieving a more profound culture of 

reflection needed to sustain meaningful change and innovation.  

Systemic Design 

The cautions outlined by scholars and designers alike regarding an indiscriminate or 

superficial application of design thinking point to the need to carefully advance between theory 

and practice in ways that build on proven traditions while also bridging into new and innovative 

ways of responding to complex challenges. A growing body of scholars and practitioners have 

sought to move beyond surface application to explicitly combine the ontological depth of design 

with the breadth of systems thinking to form an emerging system-focused design methodology 

(Blomkamp, 2021; Jones, 2014a; Jones & Kijima, 2018; Ryan, 2014; Ryan & Leung, 2014). 

Defining the strength in combined theories, Ryan (2016) described systemics as drawing from 

seeing and understanding patterns of interconnections and interactions, while design incorporates 

theory and practices oriented toward situational learning through action. Ryan argued that 

together, systems and design thinking navigate complexity by “open[ing] a field of possibility for 

making sense of and making progress in white-water situations” (para. 11). Jones (2018) further 

defined systemic design as “a design-led practise that integrates dialogue in co-creation for 

sensemaking and decision making” (p. 45). However, as Blomkamp (2021) noted, systemic 

design remains an emerging term; the blend of systems and design-led approaches often combine 

in the literature under a mixed guise of inter-related terms, such as strategic design, systems 

(oriented) design, systems-led design, systems aware co-design, design for complexity, or 



40 

 

 

system(s/ic) innovation (p. 2). Ryan and Leung (2014) also acknowledged the initially slow 

confluence of systems and design thinking; however, by tracing the shifts in systems and design 

thinking over the 20th century, these authors argued that the integration of both theoretical 

approaches at the intersection of action-oriented inquiry contains “enormous creative 

potential…to better connect theory and practice to produce actionable knowledge” (p. 2). Thus, 

Ryan and Leung point to how systemic design leverages theory and practice based on proven 

traditions while also supporting practitioners to innovate and work together differently to address 

complex organizational challenges. 

Systemic design theory and practice expand upon the previously cited design thinking 

literature, demonstrating how organizations can intentionally integrate complex systems theory 

and design thinking to reframe problems and solutions in innovative, adaptive, and 

interconnected ways. Countering arguments, such as Kolko’s (2018), Sevaldson (2017), for 

instance, argued that design through a systems lens provides more than a rapid thought exercise, 

disrupting the idea of separating design thinking from design action. Instead, Sevaldson 

promoted that broadly applied systemic design thinking can embody both the implicit and 

explicit aesthetic principles of design, such as composition, choreography, and open-ended 

strategies, to reimagine the structural and organic development of social systems. Building on 

similar ideas, Jones and Kijima (2018) presented a series of case studies to exemplify how 

systemic design cultivates change in social systems, including through social policy. Their 

collection of cases took a similar position as Bason and Austin (2021) in demonstrating how a 

design-led, systemic action-oriented inquiry process is participative, iterative, and non-linear, 

aimed to break down hierarchy, and integrate diverse perspectives from across systems. In this 

way, systemic design offers innovative shifts in process framing and introduces opportunities to 
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incorporate a systemic design approach to policy. The following section delves into recent 

literature focused on emerging systemic design applications, specifically in public sector policy. 

A Systemic Design-led Policy Approach  

Several public administration practitioners and scholars have considered the potential 

scope and applicability of combined systems and design thinking in the public sector (Bason & 

Austin, 2021; Blomkamp, 2021; Cook & Tonurist, 2020; McGann et al., 2021). For example, 

Bason (2016) considered the limitations and challenges confronting public policy teams and 

argued that today’s policy practices have not kept pace with the current state of change despite 

the increasingly powerful analytical tools available to governments. For Bason, design methods 

provide a means to combine design thinking and policy practice to engage with complex 

challenges more reflexively and adaptively. Thus, Bason theorized that applying systems-

informed design methods in the public sector provides the means to reinvent the art and the craft 

of policymaking in the 21st century. More recently, Bason and Austin (2021) compared the 

shifting paradigms between traditional and design-oriented policy practices. They argued that the 

bridge between conventional governance paradigms and an emerging model is in the 

“…approaches, methodologies, and ways of thinking that can drive a process towards different 

future states” (p. 18). Further, Bason and Austin asserted that design approaches applied in the 

public sector appear to move administration away from stable, formal procedures to “access new 

solution possibilities” (p. 19). Bason and Austin conducted interviews with a range of public 

sector administrators and policymakers to explore whether previously demonstrated cases of 

design application in the public sector were sustained over the past decade. Their findings 

showed that while design-based solutions generally sustained over time, organizational dynamics 

impacted the longevity of design practices, such as high rates of staff turnover and loss of 
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institutional memory. They found where design-based solutions and practices successfully 

persisted, the most common reasons reported were strong leadership and continuity of leadership 

(p. 19). Bason and Austin focused their study on whether integrating design methods into public 

management might produce a hybrid model that delivers better outcomes. They termed this 

design-oriented model as “a human-centred model of public governance” (p. 23) as shown in 

Table 2. These authors described the movement towards a human-centred public governance 

model that, in comparison to bureaucratic models, is more relational, taking a broader and 

longer-term perspective on the role of the public organization and its impact on citizens, 

communities, and the world. These approaches culminate in more networked processes and 

structures that bring together system actors to achieve public outcomes, including lay or civic 

actors not typically considered in previous governance models. 

 

Table 2 Contrast Between Bureaucratic vs. Human-centered Approaches in the Public Sector 

 

Domain 

 

Bureaucratic governance 

 

Human-centred governance 

Citizens Formal rules 

Impersonal 

Relational 

Subjective 

Organization Division of responsibility 

Management hierarchy 

Clear specification 

Networked 

Loosely coupled 

Underspecified 

Processes Transactional 

Top-down 

Unambiguous 

Interactive  

Bottom-up 

Emergent ambiguity 

Epistemology Objective 

Categorical 

Reflective 

Perceptional 

 

Note. (Bason &Austin, 2021) 

 

In addition, a human-centred governance model is more explicitly interactive and focused on 

mediating purposeful interactions between the government and citizens to lead to emergent 
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solutions. Finally, Bason and Austin noted that this model is more reflective and driven by a 

more “qualitative, emphatic, subjective, and complex understanding of the organization’s ability 

to enact change” (p. 18).  

Elsewhere in the literature, the use of design approaches is often framed similarly in 

terms of engaging more distributed, networked structures and new forms of citizen involvement 

and collaborative innovation (Blomkamp, 2021; Bourgon 2009, 2011; Cook & Tonurist, 2020; 

Haelg, Sewerin, & Schmidt, 2020; Osborne et al., 2016). In this way, a growing argument 

emerging in the literature is that participatory, design-oriented thinking and approaches open 

new avenues for citizens and other actors across the system to shape priorities, steer policy 

directions, and the design and delivery of public services (Bason and Austin, 2021; Blomkamp, 

2021). Cook and Tonurist (2020) similarly explored how systemic design makes sense of 

complexity across policy domains by working systemically across disciplines, organizations and 

cultures. These authors considered how a systemic design approach aims to clarify policy 

problems by framing, using visualization and ethnographic methods while working with relative 

precision to distill ideas efficiently, “before all the facts are known, to enable early prototyping 

and open-ended solution-shaping” (pp. 35-36). As Cook and Tonurist argued, in combination, 

systems and design methodologies do not “artificially simplify complexity but aim to 

contextualize and order information and then make it actionable” (p. 31). These authors argued 

that design is increasingly working at the intersection of people, processes, and outcomes; thus, 

systemic design methods are particularly relevant when cultivating transition toward system-

competent public sector policy practices. They argued that system-led approaches combined with 

human-centred design (HCD), strategic design, design thinking, and other design applications 

facilitate the public sector to reorient citizens as principal partners and incorporate their interests 
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into public services. According to Cook and Tonurist, design processes that include 

implementation create feedback loops between information, ideas, people, and action through 

prototyping and iteration. Rather than deflecting more complexity into an organization’s 

structure, these authors argued that design allows for action variety to be explored and 

prototyped “within the process itself” (pp. 31-32).  

Cook and Tonurist (2020), however, further argued that many systemic design studies 

tend to demonstrate a weak implementation feedback loop. Recognizing caution, similar to 

Kolko (2018) and others, Cook and Tonurist speculated that there is less capacity for complex 

change initiatives due to the process and time constraints prevalent in the public sector. As a 

result, policymakers choose the solution that most readily satisfies local conditions while not 

implementing the best long-range solution. In such cases, the authors argued, “one can end up 

with piecemeal solutions on the surface of underlying structural policy problems” (p. 28). Cook 

and Tonurist considered that concentrating on second- or third-order design problems directly 

connected to user needs might neglect fourth-order design problems functioning at the deeper 

level of systems integration, more often linked to complex issues. According to these authors, 

design methodologies employed by public sector innovation labs often use rapid prototyping; 

however, many of these solutions do not fit with the broader public service system’s functions 

and processes. Thus, they conclude, it is difficult to move beyond experimentation to long-term 

implementation. 

Cook and Tonurist’s (2020) concerns reflect what other researchers have argued to be 

inherent limitations to broad design application in a public policy context. For instance, Clarke 

and Craft (2018) presented a critical analysis that juxtaposed design thinking with conventional 

methods to policy design. They acknowledged that coming from outside mainstream policy 
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studies provides design thinking advocates with a fresh and much-needed perspective. Still, they 

argued that the assertion that design offers a superior model for policymaking is potentially naïve 

and ill-informed without more in-depth familiarity with the empirical and theoretical work 

foundational to traditional policy scholarship. They concluded that design thinking does not fully 

account for the political and organizational contexts driving the direction of policy work as 

currently popularized. These authors identified four requirements of policy design that, in their 

view, design thinking fails to address: First, they argued that design approaches do not fully 

account for political constraints and are, therefore, not applicable to politically sensitive policy 

choices because of “its naïve blindness to the politics of the policy process” (p. 14); second, in 

their view, design thinking fails to account for policy capacity constraints in government that can 

require scalability or immediate action, or limit the time or resources to conduct and follow 

through with a design process realistically. Third, Clarke and Craft argued that design practices 

fail to accommodate a range of policy interventions or recognize that collaborative, networked 

approaches to governance and policymaking are not always feasible. Finally, Clarke and Craft 

argued that design thinking fails to recognize that policies are not siloed constructions, but rather 

they nest, mix, and interact with surrounding policies. Howlett (2020) similarly argued that 

unless adherents of design-thinking wish to remain as “idea factories” (p. 58), which solely aim 

to generate innovative ideas, design-oriented policy approaches must consider feasibility at the 

point of implementation. In Howlett’s view, this is only possible when design-oriented policy 

approaches incorporate the lessons of more traditional policy approaches. As Howlett outlined, 

these lessons include policy tools, policy processes, and the constraints faced by policymakers, 

which apply and mediate established knowledge in policymaking. Both Clarke and Craft and 

Howlett cautiously concluded that paired with a foundational integration of policy conventions, 
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design thinking may enrich the range and scope of policy design by supporting policymakers to 

create more adaptive designs that leverage networked approaches to social problem-solving.  

The challenge to move beyond experimentation around the edges to sustained innovation, 

implementation, and foundational shifts in policy culture and practice involves pressing into the 

challenging space of bridging theory into practice. Across the literature, several approaches 

bridge the application between design theory and practice in organizational systems; these 

approaches tend to depict and align along a similar exploratory arc or cycle (Bason & Austin, 

2021). IDEO (2015a) listed three processing stages: inspiration, ideation, and implementation; 

the Stanford d.School design thinking model centred on five: empathize, define, ideate, 

prototype, and test (Balcaitis, 2019). Ryan and Leung (2014) conducted a comparative analysis 

between Rotman’s design thinking methodology at the University of Toronto and applied design 

methodology evolved by the U.S. Military to demonstrate how each approach guides teams to 

iteratively cycle through deepening and broadening understanding towards strategic action to 

improve the situation (p. 3). Quayle (2017), in partnership with Solutions Lab (SLab), a public 

sector social innovation lab based in Vancouver, similarly developed a systemic design approach 

that bridges design-based experimentation and systems integration in a phased and iterative 

“problem-solving, opportunity-seeking, decision-making process” (p. 73) centred on an iterative 

cycle of “ask, try, do” (p. 73).  

Most recently, Blomkamp’s (2021) Systemic Design Practice Framework for 

Policymaking provides a policy design model based on the“5 Ps” (p. 4). This model similarly 

moves away from a staged, linear process toward engaging “overlapping spaces of design” (p. 

9), drawing from what Bason (2017) called “exploring the problem space, generating alternative 

scenarios, and enacting new practices” (pp. 80-83). Blomkamp adapted Bason’s model, 
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summarizing the strategic design-led policy cycle as understanding, imagining, and, making (p. 

9). The 5 Ps frame the policy design process around five core domains: principles, place, 

process, people, and practice as shown in Table 3. This systemic design policy framework 

incorporates systems thinking, human-centred design, and participatory design theories and 

practices to navigate complex policy domains and design for social change.  

 

Table 3 The 5 P Systemic Design Practice Framework for Policymaking 

As a framework to support policy planning, key questions for policymakers to consider in 

relation to each domain are: 

 

 Principles: Why and how does this work need to happen? What matters most?  

 Place: Where does this work sit and fit? Which level are we working at?  

 People: Who needs to be involved? What resources and support do they need?  

 Process: How will we structure and organize our approach?  

 Practice: What specific methods, techniques and tools will enable us to reach our objectives 

and follow our principles? 

 

 

Note. (Blomkamp, 2021) 

 

Blomkamp argued that a systemic design-led policy approach framed by the 5 Ps differs from the 

conventional policy cycle approach to policymaking. For example, instead of isolating problem 

identification through desk research and data analysis, Blomkamp outlined how a systemic 

design-led process focuses on the lived experience of people and communities impacted by an 

issue to understand the problem and factor in this context. In this way, taking a systemic 

approach means going beyond surface data to explore the intersectional root causes of an issue 

so that the policy can effectively intervene and influence the system. This systemic design 
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approach also counters the previously cited critique of design methods applied in a policy 

context, explicitly using a systems-oriented 5 Ps lens to contextualize and anticipate policy 

interactions across systems. The 5 Ps also build capacity upfront in the policy design process by 

supporting teams to move past experimentation toward implementation readiness. Specifically, 

Blomkamp outlined how the design-led process involves multiple feedback loops between policy 

teams and key partners, which supports policy improvements and co-created strategies for policy 

implementation. Further, the mutual learning generated through this policy approach helps policy 

teams to assess and question whether they are working together effectively. The engagement 

process facilitates knowledge transfer between community members, policymakers, and other 

partners, and embeds learning in the organization (p. 11). 

Like Blomkamp’s (2021) systemic design-led framework, engaging any of the design-led 

cycles described in a policy context brings together multi-disciplinary teams to blend creative 

and critical thinking to generate, test, and launch adaptive solutions to systemic challenges 

(Bason & Austin, 2021). Whichever systemic design-led policy process is engaged, each 

provides an overarching strategy with different phases to navigate systems-level complexity and 

connect policy teams with methods for coordinating, documenting, and communicating action 

(Blomkamp, 2021). Early in an applied systemic design policy cycle, the focus is defining the 

policy problem or opportunity space through research, asking questions, unpacking assumptions, 

and revealing underlying values. For example, in Quayle’s (2017) approach, this phase elicits 

divergent thinking through deepening, exploratory questions that frame the problem definition by 

testing and prototyping possible directions, creating experiments, and learning from them. As 

Quayle noted, there is an essential bridge between identifying “what is to what could be—from 

current state to future state” (p. 77) that requires a detailed, iterative mapping of theories of 
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change to action through policy. Systemic design-led approaches often result in a deeper 

reframing of the problem before exploring potential options or solutions (Van der Bijl-Brouwer 

& Malcolm, 2016; Blomkamp, 2021; Jones, 2014b; Ryan, 2014; Ryan & Leung, 2014). In this 

way, establishing the criteria for measuring successful policy interventions relies upon iterative 

evaluation and often revision of the problem definition. A systemic design cycle subsequently 

shifts the focus to collaborative problem-solving and implementing solutions, including 

monitoring and evaluating how to sustain system change over time and as complex conditions 

shift and change (Blomkamp, 2021; Quayle, 2017; Ryan, 2014; Ryan & Leung, 2014). As Ryan 

and Leung (2014) described, by synthesizing systems and design thinking, systemic design 

creates a learning system that supports “adapting to a changing environment through iterative 

framing and reframing, spanning action, and reflection on action” (p. 3).  

Throughout the systemic design-led cycle, these approaches further emphasize qualitative 

and ethnographic methods to data gathering and call on policymakers to empathize with and 

define problems from citizens’ and communities’ perspectives, by directly including them as key 

partners throughout the process. The design process also incorporates human-centred ways of 

presenting data and ideas to key decision-makers and partners, such as drawing from qualitative 

sources to create storyboards, sketches, recordings, and physical models (Bason & Austin, 2021; 

Blomkamp, 2021). Design approaches iteratively build in evaluation throughout all phases 

through frequent construction of prototypes to present possibilities and evaluate and respond to 

reactions. Together, applied complexity, systems, and design theory and practice synthesize 

techniques that provoke divergent thinking to avoid convergence too soon on inferior solutions 

(Bason & Austin, 2021). Thus, engaging a systemic design approach to policy cannot be entirely 

delineated or predicted in advance, which, Blomkamp (2021) argued, challenges dominant policy 
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and project planning approaches in the public sector (p. 9). This way, complexity-informed 

systemic design thinking and approaches counter linear and reductionist approaches that 

characterize traditional public sector structures and practices. 

Conclusions From the Literature 

In this study, I explore how coordinating a systemic design approach to policy in the PPH 

division can benefit from an applied combination of systems and design thinking to shift our 

collective mental models and the PPH policy culture, including how we think about and make 

policy in a complex context. A growing body of systemic design literature considers the 

confluence of systems and design-oriented thinking in a policy context and whether a combined 

lens advances insight into bridging traditional and innovative theories and practice. As I have 

outlined, taken together, the application of complexity and systemic design theories and 

approaches in the public policy context offers intriguing opportunities to shift, through theory 

and action, the collective thinking, modelling, and policy processes in the PPH division. Applied 

design theory and methods enable policy processes and actions that more closely align with and 

iteratively respond to the characteristics and dynamics at play in complex systems. However, as 

this literature review also demonstrates, applying these theories in a policy context continues to 

be experimental, with consensus still yet to be established. As Bourgon (2017) noted, we are 

witnessing the breakdown of core beliefs and assumptions about what has worked in the past 

from a policy perspective, and we are “in a time of profound rethinking” (p. 625) of what it 

means to govern modern democratic society into the future. Similarly, Eppel and Rhodes (2018) 

proposed that the consideration of complexity in governance and policy is still “a becoming 

field” (p. 949). The cross-application of complexity theory from the physical or environmental 

systems sciences to model the public sector environment is, in itself, an emergent, non-linear 
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consideration, which requires a complexity-compatible mindset to explore. Applying design 

methods to address complexity in a public policy context, in turn, requires applying design-

oriented thinking to iteratively and collaboratively experiment and test when consensus on the 

endpoint is not yet knowable or fully understood. The following chapters will outline the 

systemic action-oriented inquiry I undertook with colleagues in the PPH division, which applied 

complexity and systemic design thinking to understand our policy context and explore what 

prevents or enables a coordinated, innovative shift in policy practices. Thus, this study steps into 

a dynamic space to test systemic design theory in practice, collectively define the problem space, 

and identify opportunities for action. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Shifting the PPH division culture to be more innovative and adaptive overall will require 

a systemic approach that integrates multiple organizational change initiatives into a coherent 

strategy implemented over time; sustained organizational change work of this scale and 

complexity typically phases over many years (Adams & Adams, 2007; Burns, 2007). 

Recognizing that the scale of that broader innovation work is beyond the scope and timeline of 

this study, my goal was to initiate a localized shift in workplace practices, influencing team 

dynamics in ways that contribute to readiness for broader, systemic change in the organization 

over time. Thus, from the outset, the goal of this study has been to action change in the PPH 

division by first mapping the barriers that PPH policy teams face, highlighting opportunities, and 

supporting policymakers to put forward action-oriented recommendations to shift organizational 

practices and culture over time. I designed and conducted this study as an action research (AR) 

project to explore how incorporating a complexity-informed policy approach in the division can 

benefit from an applied combination of systems and design thinking. Using an AR framework 

created the opportunity to collaboratively and iteratively test systems- and design-led methods 

within the division throughout the research process itself. The following sections describe the 

AR methodology, the specific systems- and design-led methods I used, and my rationale for 

designing and conducting the study in this way, including integrating cycles of collective 

analysis and establishing authenticity criteria to frame subjectivity and mitigate personal bias 

from steering the findings and study recommendations. 

Study Design 

 The following sub-sections describe the chosen study design, including considerations 

and framing drawn from the literature. In addition, I outline the AR methodology and the 
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systemic design-led methods used and consider the implications on the research process, 

including when establishing inclusion criteria. This section also provides an overview of the 

ethical implications of this study’s design and the specific supports provided through a 

description of the assembled inquiry team.  

Action Research Methodology 

Reason and Bradbury (2008) defined AR methodology as “a participatory, democratic 

process concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human 

purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview” (p. 1). Coghlan and Brannick (2014) outlined 

how AR works through an intentional four-step cycle of planning, taking action, evaluating the 

action, and leading to further planning, action, and so on (p. 6). Thus, AR is an emergent, 

collaborative inquiry process that focuses on “research in action, rather than research about 

action” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 6). An important characteristic of AR is that it rejects 

neutrality and instead situates the inquiry process within shifting contexts of conflicting values 

while acknowledging power differentials. Thus, AR generates opportunities to evaluate problems 

and explore opportunities for change by collectively analyzing, in partnership, the layered, 

subjective day-to-day realities of people within an organization (UKEssays, 2018).  

Another central characteristic of AR is the need to weave reflexivity throughout the 

research process to support the collective generation of knowledge and learning (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2014). Engaging an AR framework positioned me, as an action researcher, along with 

other PPH participants, directly within the research cycle. We worked together within this 

participatory cycle to articulate our shared challenges and identify joint priorities and strategies 

for action within our shared workplace. As Coghlan and Brannick outlined, the desired outcome 

through an AR cycle is to generate learning and actionable knowledge within the organization. 

Thus, while using an AR framework, I intentionally incorporated systemic design-led methods to 
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learn about opportunities for broader application of these methods in PPH policy practices. In 

this way, this study included what Zuber-Skeritt and Perry (2002) described as two parallel 

cycles involved with AR. First, the core AR cycle consists of planning, taking, and evaluating 

actions related to the project’s aims—in the case of this study, cultivating complexity and 

systems-led PPH policy practices. The second cycle is reflective and focused on the conduct and 

outcomes of the AR cycle itself. As Argyris (2003) outlined, this parallel, reflective inquiry 

throughout the AR cycle generates actionable knowledge and facilitates the learning process 

beyond everyday problem-solving. Coghlan and Brannick called this “learning about learning” 

(p. 13) or “meta-learning” (p. 13). These authors outlined how this reflection applied to the AR 

cycle creates a “meta-cycle of inquiry” (p. 13). Figure 1 summarizes the meta-cycle of AR 

engaged in this study, including the parallel core and reflective AR cycles. It is important to note 

that while the reflective application of systemic design methods completed an AR cycle, 

including taking and evaluating action, the core inquiry followed a different arc, reflective of the 

timeline and scope of this project. Thus, the core cycle drew from what Rowe et al., (2013) 

referred to as the Action Research Engagement (ARE) model, which focuses on upfront planning 

and engagement to support a readiness cycle for organizational change. Drawing from ARE 

positioned this study to shift attitudes in the division toward change, highlight barriers and 

opportunities, and plan next steps for action. Engaging this process also points to opportunities for 

further action-oriented inquiry to evaluate such actions over time, which I discuss again in Chapter 5.  
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Figure 1 The AR Meta-cycle of Inquiry 

 

 

Note: In this study, I incorporated complexity-informed, systemic design methods in a) the core 

AR cycle, examining barriers and enablers for systemic design-led strategic PPH policy 

practices; and b) the reflective AR cycle that reflexively actioned and evaluated the use of these 

methods in PPH throughout the AR process. Combined, this supported the process of meta-

learning described by Coghlan and Brannick (2014). 

Systemic Design-led Methods 

This section outlines the systems- and design-led methods I used to explore what 

prevents or enables a more complexity-informed, systems-led approach to strategic policy design 

in the PPH division. In the design and conduct of this study, I drew from and incorporated 

participatory systemic inquiry (PSI) methods rooted in a complexity and systems-informed 

approach to AR, referenced as Systemic Action Research (SAR) in the literature (Burns, 2012, 
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2014a, 2015). First, I describe the literature outlining the PSI approach and my rationale for 

incorporating these methods in the study design. I next review how the PSI methods further 

facilitated systemic design-led exploration of the PPH policy environment by engaging 

participants in an iterative process to identify barriers and opportunities for policy practice 

change.  

 PSI Methods. 

A guiding aim of this research was to take a systems view of PPH to cultivate a more 

holistic perspective on existing barriers and enablers for a systemic design-led approach to 

strategic policy in the division. As mentioned, PSI methods are rooted in SAR and thus provided 

a systems-led approach to frame the research and advance that aim within the timeline and scope 

of this study. PSI methods can support a broader AR process or be carried out as an inquiry 

process in and of itself (Burns, 2014a). While a well-designed SAR project typically spans years, 

PSI methods engage a shorter cycle, typically over weeks or months, to map a baseline against 

which changing dynamics can be further assessed (Burns, 2012). This shorter cycle was suitable 

for the timeline and scope of this AR project and aligned well with the ARE model previously 

described to focus on engagement and planning stages toward change. 

In addition, PSI is guided by SAR principles to facilitate organizational learning by 

engaging multiple viewpoints across an organizational system. This study drew from Burns' 

(2012) definition of systems to mean a web of relations within which organizational issues and 

practices are constructed and reinforced, including, for example, “causal relationships, systems 

of meaning, norms, power relationships, and social networks” (p. 88). Using a PSI approach 

facilitated this study to move away from thinking about one-directional impacts toward exploring 

change as generated and mediated through multiple, intersecting relationships across a complex 
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organization in ways that are “dynamically connected” (Burns, 2015). Engaging PSI methods 

further facilitated collective meta-learning by incorporating systemic design thinking to interpret 

and map the organizational system dynamics at play in the division. Participants were invited to 

construct and co-define a shared problem space from multiple perspectives, clarify opportunities, 

and align actions to influence system change in the division. Broadly, PSI methods facilitated the 

AR cycle of problem construction (identification), planning, and evaluating actions in an 

iterative, design-led research process. The use of these methods also acknowledged how non-

linear causality within complex organizational systems is often layered, time-delayed, and 

challenging to determine (Burns, 2014a). In this way, I drew from PSI methods to frame and 

apply systemic design theory in practice to explore systemic barriers and opportunities toward 

designing more adaptive PPH policy practices. As previously outlined in the literature, systemic 

design methods iteratively frame and articulate the problem’s shifting boundaries from multiple 

viewpoints to translate these insights into rapid action, even before a clear or agreed upon 

endpoint is known or defined (Bason & Austin, 2021; Cook & Tonurist, 2020; Ryan, 2016; 

Quayle, 2017).  

Thus, this study was designed to remain open to new questions, emerging theories of 

change, ideas, and even new participants at all stages of the research process. By considering the 

division through a PSI lens using systemic design-led methods, this research aimed not to map 

out a singular reality. Instead, the aim was to co-construct a pluralistic view of the different 

realities and elements experienced by PPH policy staff that culminate in the division's collective 

mental models, policy practices, and overall culture. As Burns (2015) noted, this approach 

accommodates complexity, reflecting convergence and divergence amongst division members’ 

perspectives about what is going on and why. The goal is to generate new insight, collective 
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learning, situated theories of change, and emergent opportunities for collective action to be 

identified (Burns, 2012). In the case of this research, participants were able to apply systems- and 

design-led thinking to map barriers and identify opportunities to more optimally advance 

strategic policy priorities through the division while collectively learning about the methods 

through testing and application throughout the research process directly.  

Parallel Inquiry Threads. 

This research engaged parallel inquiry threads in keeping with the PSI study design. The 

study organized participants into groups according to their staff role and vantage points across 

the division, including policy analysts and supervisory staff. The first workshop in each thread 

focused on information gathering; the second focused on collective sense-making and learning 

through action by facilitating collective data analysis. Figure 2 provides a visual depiction of the 

parallel inquiry threads within a broader AR cycle and an outline of the activities facilitated in 

each thread). Generating qualitative data in small groups organized by staff vantage point 

provided a layered, systemic view of PPH dynamics and policy culture. It created space for each 

staff group to articulate gaps and barriers and define priorities and change opportunities from 

their perspective. Conducting parallel inquiry threads in this way explored diverse, perhaps 

conflicting, views from across the division, which allowed for multi-dimensional narratives to 

develop without being contested or diminished by proximity to power dynamics and competing 

interests between participants (Burns, 2014a). Thus, conducting the inquiry groups with a PSI 

lens allowed recognition of divergences as opportunities to change the system, which I analyze 

further in subsequent chapters.  
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Figure 2 PSI-led Study Design: Parallel Inquiry Threads and Complexity, Systems- and Design-

led Methods Utilized in Workshops 1 & 2 

 
 

Each parallel inquiry thread in this study included a series of two workshops that used 

participatory, small-group facilitation methods to draw communication and interactions between 

participants to generate and collectively analyze data. In this study, the facilitation team invited 

participants to share opinions, ask questions, test assumptions, and provide feedback on each 

other’s points of view. While many participatory research methods pursue consensus-building by 

engaging groups with commonalities to map experiences and generate shared solutions, Burns 

(2015) argued that collapsing differences can provide a limited view of power relations and other 

dynamics influencing complex system behaviour. In contrast, by using PSI methodology, this 

study engaged parallel inquiries to reflect complex perspectives and divergent staff-level 

interests across PPH. Burns (2014b) argued that systemically oriented inquiry group facilitation 

is not like interview questioning or focus group facilitation, which is more oriented to answering 

predetermined questions. Instead, the priority for systemic inquiry-based questioning is to invite 
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participants to tell their stories and guide issues that connect and influence the inquiry’s 

emergent focus.  

The PSI study design engaged participants to move through core and reflective AR 

cycles, including identifying the issues (constructing) and planning action toward taking and 

evaluating action. In addition, the study design incorporated systemic design-led facilitation 

methods, specifically Liberating Structures, dialogic methods, affinity diagramming and 

diagnostic mapping, and use of collaborative software tools, such as MURAL, which I detail in 

the following sections. 

Liberating Structures. 

The workshops in each inquiry thread were facilitated using a complexity- and systems-

informed sequence of Liberating Structure methods based on open-ended focus and framing 

questions outlined in Appendix A. Liberating Structures are a collection of facilitation methods 

that invite participants to deepen their interactions in a group and elicit different perspectives. 

With roots in complexity theory, these methods were initially developed 20 years ago in 

response to what the founders experienced as stale and non-dynamic interactions in organizations 

(Lipmanowicz & McCandles, 2020; Overeem, 2019). Each Liberating Structure incorporates 

design elements, including how participation is distributed and what invitation is used to initiate 

the exchange. By reshaping how participants interact, the potential for self-organization and 

finding novel solutions or ideas increases (Overeem, 2019). Lipmanowicz and McCandles 

(2020), founders of the approach, argued that using these accessible methods to explore common 

ground in complex organizations can release creative energy and innovation, leading to insights 

and actions not possible to manufacture using conventionally controlled group methods. In this 

study, Liberating Structures also provided a menu of practical, versatile, and exploratory 
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facilitation methods that did not require expert training to use (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 

2020).  

Dialogic Methods. 

Using a dialogical approach revealed how PPH staff experiences act on problematic 

dynamics shaping workplace practices and was intended to benefit participants who collectively 

steered the direction and unfolding focus of the inquiry (Padilla, 2013). This dialogic approach 

facilitated team-based dialogue to reveal patterns and connections in PPH workflows and 

practices so that participants could begin to connect their personal experiences to broader system 

structures and dynamics. Open-ended questions preserved space for emergent dialogue and 

group exploration centred on barriers and enablers to adopting more collaborative and adaptive 

strategic policy practices. This study aimed to map cross-connections between member 

experiences and build a shared understanding and knowledge base to inform the DEMN SPP and 

senior leaders to better design, coordinate, and support PPH teams and policy practices. The goal 

was to create what Burns (2014a) referred to as a collective learning architecture to support and 

empower all division members to optimize policy workflows and outputs. Expanding this 

learning architecture invites critical opportunities to test assumptions, cultivate common ground, 

and jointly articulate a desired future, including potential steps to get there (Holman et al., 2007).  

Inclusion Criteria 

As previously discussed, the research sequence employed in this study included parallel 

inquiry threads and was designed based on the distribution of staff roles across PPH. The 

division is led by one Assistant Deputy Minister, who typically reports to an Associate Deputy 

Minister. Notably, PPH has had an acting Assistant Deputy since the summer (2021), and the 

Associate Deputy position has been vacant for the better part of 2021/22. PPH employs 

approximately 80 staff, distributed across three branches. An Executive Director (ED) leads each 
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branch and reports to the Assistant Deputy while overseeing multiple teams led by a director, 

manager, and numerous policy analysts. Appendix B provides a PPH organizational chart that 

details the hierarchical configuration of individual roles and teams across the division. Inclusion 

criteria allowed the recruitment of policymakers from across PPH, from policy analysts 

(unionized staff) to managers and directors (supervisory staff). 

Since interactions between participants are a key aspect of group inquiry, consideration 

of each group composition was important. As Bloor (2001) noted, enough diversity within a 

small group is needed to encourage discussion; however, groups that are too heterogeneous may 

result in conflict and suppress some participants’ views. To avoid that, I engaged a purposive 

sampling approach to recruit participants on a volunteer basis, categorized based on their 

position within the division. Purposive sampling is a technique used to recruit participants who 

can provide direct insight and information related to the context of the inquiry, in this case, the 

PPH policy environment (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). Purposive sampling involves 

selecting participants and the site for qualitative data collection because they are positioned to 

best inform understanding of the research problem and phenomenon under study (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). This approach aims to achieve representativeness or comparability (Richards & 

Morse, 2013). Further, the purposive sampling approach employed in this study was to level the 

composition and potential power dynamics to promote open and productive group discussion 

aligned with PSI objectives. Thus, selection criteria included those staff members who, active in 

their position, voluntarily accepted the invitation to participate and included staff in either the 

analyst or supervisory group based on their role in the division. In keeping with the PSI study 

design, attendance in the first workshop was not mandatory for participants to join the second 

workshop to reflect and accommodate the reality of schedules and workflow in the PPH 
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environment and make space to evolve the direction of the dialogue based on different 

perspectives. Exclusion criteria for this study extended to administrative support staff not 

directly involved in PPH policy design or implementation. Workplace recruitment required 

obtaining permission from executive leadership and formal ethics approvals through the Royal 

Roads University (RRU) ethics approval process.  

Ethical Implications  

The Tri-Council principles of ethical research include respect for persons, concern for 

welfare, and justice (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

2018). IDEO (2015b) outlined similar considerations for ethical practices in design-oriented 

research. These principles mirror the Tri-Council principles and include respect (honouring 

participants’ limits and valuing their comfort), responsibility (acting to protect participants’ 

interests), and honesty (being timely and truthful in communication with participants). I will 

address the implications of each in the study design below. 

Respect.  

Many long-standing practices and bureaucratic norms are functioning in the division that 

could be challenged by incorporating new methods and practices, for example, working outside 

the traditional siloed team approaches. While some colleagues were comfortable engaging in 

open, iterative dialogue with other staff from across the division, others might have found it 

challenging and disruptive to the norm. It was essential to respect the range of needs and 

perspectives included in the participatory systemic inquiry design and maintain the scope for the 

dialogue that remained respectful and participant-led. Self-reflexivity was crucial to recognize 

my assumptions, biases, preferences, and priorities and how these could potentially influence my 

participation within the shared inquiry. 



64 

 

 

Responsibility.  

This study presented a low risk of harm to participants. The research aligned with the 

division’s stated goals and objectives and those outlined in the 2020 Corporate Plan for the BC 

Public Service to support public sector teams to innovate and work differently together. That 

said, the public sector is a profoundly hierarchical organization. Throughout the participant 

recruitment process, I was careful to clarify how data and personal information would be 

collected so that no one felt uncomfortable taking any real or perceived risks in front of their 

supervisors or direct reports. Designing the study to incorporate parallel threads of inquiry and 

grouping participants together based on their roles in the division further mitigated such risk. 

Honesty. 

While I had no intention to mislead throughout this study, I remained aware of my 

tendency to be highly conceptual/aspirational, which might unintentionally infer a scale of 

change that is not realistic within the scope of this inquiry. This could potentially mislead 

participants regarding the scale of change this research promoted to describe and influence. 

Therefore, I aimed to mitigate this possibility by explicitly framing the research questions, 

methods, and approaches used in this study and ensuring space for participants to lead the 

direction of the dialogue. In addition, engaging collective data analysis and participant validation 

of the research findings also improved the study’s internal validity. 

Inquiry Team 

I convened a six-member inquiry team to support the rollout and conduct of this study. 

The team included a third-party PPH administrative staff member who oversaw the participant 

recruitment process. The team also included an experienced Innovation Hub facilitator, who 

supported the DEMN planning team and pod leads over the past year, who reviewed the 

workshop sessions’ facilitation design. As the DEMN SPP co-facilitator, a PPH manager also 
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joined the inquiry team to co-facilitate the inquiry thread workshops and take notes. I also 

included a PPH director and DEMN planning committee member to sit on the inquiry team to 

lend their policy experience in population and public health and their familiarity with public 

sector norms and practices. The inquiry team also benefited from my father-in-law’s insight and 

academic support, an accomplished scholar in collaboration, health networks and system 

innovation, and a close friend and colleague whose current Ph.D. work focuses on health systems 

change and sustainability. Each has acted as an invaluable academic sounding board and mentor 

throughout my RRU studies and has been well-positioned to provide an outside perspective and 

scholarly eye on refining my research methodology and outputs throughout this study. Appendix 

C outlines the Inquiry Team Agreement, including the confidentiality agreement in place with 

each member based on their role in supporting this research. 

Study Conduct 

The following subsections will outline how I conducted the inquiry from the time I 

received Royal Roads University ethics approval to the completion of the research process. 

Participant Recruitment 

A recruitment invite was sent to all PPH division staff members via e-mail by the third-

party administrative member of this study’s inquiry team, who received and collected the 

recruitment call responses. This was to mitigate any perceived power-over issues that might 

result if either I, the workshop co-facilitator, or my capstone partner were to circulate directly, 

considering our supervisory roles in the division. The aim was to recruit 6-12 policy analysts and 

a similar number of supervisory staff to participate in the inquiry group sessions. Appendices D 

and E present the Research Participant Recruitment letter and visual materials; Appendix F 

includes the Research Information Letter; and Appendix G provides the Research Participant 

Consent form used. 
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Methods in Action 

As previously outlined, this study conducted a series of two inquiry threads involving 

staff participants with different vantage points across the division to explore barriers and 

opportunities to coordinate and align PPH strategic policy capacity, outlined in Figure 2. 

Running parallel inquiry threads engaged participants grouped by staff role and vantage point in 

the division, in keeping with the PSI study design. The first inquiry group involved a small group 

of eight policy analysts. The second involved seven supervisory staff members (managers and 

directors). I co-facilitated Workshop 1 (90-minutes) and Workshop 2 (60-minutes) in each 

inquiry thread with the DEMN SPP co-facilitator member of the inquiry team. In Workshop 1, a 

sequence of modified 1-2-4-All Liberating Structures and open discussions based on open-ended 

questions facilitated dialogue between participants. Along with the co-facilitator, I posed focus 

and framing questions and followed with clarifying questions as needed to elicit participants’ 

discussion priorities. This approach aimed to layer participant workplace stories and experiences 

to surface patterns and reveal causalities (Burns, 2019). Each session was conducted using the 

virtual meeting platform, MS Teams, and the virtual tool, MURAL, a collaborative whiteboard 

space. To guide discussion and data collection in the first workshop, I designed a MURAL board 

that outlined the same flow of activities and prompting questions for both groups while 

customizing the framing, as needed, for the policy analysts and the director/manager threads. A 

high-level snapshot of the MURAL board is presented in Appendix H. I first piloted the 

facilitation sequence, including the MURAL board design, with DEMN SPP members ahead of 

the workshops to ensure that the focus and framing questions also aligned with and served pod 

priorities.  

Workshop 1 opened with introductions and an overview of the workshop series, 

including a review of the research purpose and the proposed progression of activities through the 
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planned workshops in each series, from generating findings to collective analysis. I also 

reviewed how the DEMN SPP will incorporate the workshops’ findings and participant 

recommendations to guide future pod initiatives and communication with senior leaders and 

decision-makers. I ensured that all participants had signed confidentiality agreements and 

understood the parameters. We then moved to the MURAL board activities and the focus and 

framing questions to guide our group dialogue. The first two activities centred on determining 

the demographics represented in each group based on their role and location in the division and 

their self-identified range of experience designing and advancing strategic health system policy 

in PPH. There were six participants in the policy analyst inquiry stream, who ranged from having 

less than one year of experience working in the public sector to others who had 1-2 decades of 

experience working in the public sector, some specifically in the PPH division. The policy 

analyst group included junior and senior staff classifications, based on designation rather than 

years of service, and representatives from all three branches in the division. The 

director/manager workshop included six participants who identified a range of service in the 

public sector of 5-10 years. Despite their role as team leaders in the division, the directors and 

managers positioned themselves as neither new nor advanced in their policy experience level, but 

directly in the centre of the sliding scale provided. The director/manager group also had 

representatives from all three branches in PPH. Once we established the divisional location and 

range of policy experience represented in each staff group, we moved into a series of MURAL 

board activities to explore our central inquiry question: What prevents or enables a complexity-

informed, systems-led approach to strategic health policy design in the PPH Division? The 

starting point was gathering stories from staff of their experiences developing strategic policy in 

PPH. Interestingly, as the direction of the conversation unfolded in each group, participants 



68 

 

 

requested to modify to a 1-All and generally open dialogue format because they preferred the 

interaction in the full group. Appendix A presents a list of the focus and framing questions used 

to guide participant dialogue in Workshop 1. Multiple data sources were collected during the 

inquiry group sessions, including the contemporaneous notes from the facilitation team outlining 

participant interactions and participant responses from the virtual MURAL whiteboard. 

Collective Data Analysis and Validity 

This study engaged a five-step model toward rigorous thematic analyses and 

interpretation from the qualitative data, which included compiling, disassembling, reassembling, 

interpreting, and concluding (Castleberry & Nolan, 2018). Following Workshop 1, I conducted a 

first-cut analysis by reviewing the co-facilitators notes, which I transcribed and compiled in the 

form of virtual sticky notes onto a shared MURAL board for Workshop 2. Next, the transcribed 

data were compiled and analyzed alongside the participant whiteboard responses by comparing 

and thematically categorizing entries to search for patterns emerging from participant 

perspectives and stories. This step involved first disassembling the data to create meaningful 

groupings by identifying themes, concepts, or connected ideas (Castleberry & Nolan, 2018). This 

initial individual interpretation process loosely sorted and reassembled the data into high-level 

barrier themes and opportunity themes to facilitate a more in-depth collective analysis phase in 

Workshop 2. Finally, I assembled a first-draft affinity diagram on MURAL to support the 

collective analysis process, with high-level themes suggested as general categories.  

I next reconvened the analyst and supervisory staff groups one week later for Workshop 2 

to facilitate the collective analysis of the data generated in the first workshops. The second 

workshop aimed to identify themes that support the action-oriented initiatives or design-oriented 

interventions to be undertaken by DEMN SPP in the future. Appendices H and I outline the 

methods used to conduct collective analysis and systemic mapping of the shared data, including 
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affinity diagraming and diagnostic mapping techniques. Figure 3 further depicts the sequence of 

collective analysis and methods used to validate the findings from Workshop 1 toward 

supporting prioritized, action-oriented recommendations refined in a later DEMN “Make-it-

Happen” workshop, further outlined in Chapter 5. The collective analysis methods, used in 

sequence, supported further reassembling of the data to generate and validate emerging themes 

or patterns as a group. As Simonsen and Friberg (2014) described, affinity diagramming is 

rooted in grounded theory, which forms an inductive process where multiple observations from 

the data are analyzed in a bottom-up approach to form broader insights and conclusions. In this 

study, affinity diagramming provided a means to depict an overview of the data through an 

iterative, collective sorting process. System mapping tools, including connectors and arrows, 

were used to show interconnections between ideas and themes emerging in the group dialogue, 

forming a thematic matrix (Castleberry & Nolan, 2018). Appendix I presents the PPH diagram 

validated by participants in Workshop 2. Finally, diagnostic mapping was attempted in the 

analyst group and used more effectively in the director/manager group to collectively map a core 

problem identified as a priority by participants and explore causes, consequences, and solutions. 

Appendix J outlines the diagnostic mapping process used. In the next chapter's discussion of the 

findings, I will review my observations on why diagnostic mapping was more successful in the 

director/manager group and why a pivot was needed in the analyst workshop. Chapter 4 further 

details the interpreting and concluding stages of the thematic analysis process engaged in this 

study. 
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Figure 3 Collective Analysis Sequence and Methods 

 

  

 

Validity as Authenticity Criteria 

The position underlying most qualitative research is that there is no singular truth or 

reality, and that individual and collective perceptions and interpretations mediate the phenomena 

being studied (Johnson & Rasulova, 2016). Therefore, as Johnson and Rasulova (2016) argued, 

the nature of reality is not objectively verifiable; instead, it is considered relative (ontologically 

relativist) and created by our interpretations of it as epistemologically constructionist, 

interpretivist, or subjective (pp. 264-265). Evaluation of the findings must involve negotiation 

among researchers and participants alike so that the basis of their understandings and values 

informs the process. Thus, a constructivist framework draws from a different measure of validity 

than positivist criteria (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Authenticity criteria are considered to mark the 

trustworthiness, rigour, or validity of constructivist inquiry; those criteria include fairness, 
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ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical authenticity 

(Guba & Lincoln, 2005). The authenticity criteria recognize that knowledge is relative to time 

and place, subjective meaning matters, and values influence judgment and understanding and are 

thus subject to political and ideological influence (Johnson & Rasulova, 2016). I will address the 

implications of each authenticity criterion in this study design below. 

Fairness. 

 Fairness refers to how the balance of participants’ views, values, and priorities is ensured 

and incorporated in the research. As Guba and Lincoln (2005) outlined, omission of participant 

views introduces bias and marginalization. Fairness was considered and ensured in this study by 

designing the workshops to include the use of virtual tools, such as MURAL and MS Teams, 

which provided several options for participants to contribute their perspectives and ideas both 

orally (recorded in the facilitator’s notes) as well as in writing, either on the MURAL board 

directly, or in the MS Teams chat. All data from both inquiry threads were compiled and grouped 

together thematically on a shared MURAL board so that participants could participate and 

validate fair and agreeable representation, analysis, and interpretation of the data in the second 

workshop. 

Ontological and Educative Authenticity. 

 Ontological authenticity focuses on how participants' individual constructions and levels 

of awareness are informed and enhanced through the research process. Educative authenticity 

refers to the extent to which participants develop a deeper understanding of the constructions of 

others. As outlined in the methods section, the dialogical approach, facilitated through a 

sequence of Liberating Structures and open-ended questions, enabled participants to explore and 

contextualize their own observations and experiences within the group. The workshop design 
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enabled participants to connect through dialogue and the visual affinity diagram exercise, how 

their individual perspectives and experiences culminate to shape the broader PPH policy culture. 

Catalytic Authenticity and Tactical Authenticity. 

 Catalytic authenticity focuses on how action is stimulated and enabled by the research 

process. Tactical authenticity focuses on how participants are empowered through the research to 

act. This study incorporated design-based methods that focused the research as an iterative, 

action-oriented cycle of exploration, defining the problem space (barriers) and opportunities 

(enablers), which culminated in a list of actionable recommendations for the DEMN SPP and 

senior leadership to advance and support a systemic, coordinated policy approach. These actions 

and recommendations are outlined in more detail in Chapter 5. 

Triangulation. 

Using more than one method to analyze data also improved data confidence and validity 

through triangulation (Bauer & Gaskell, 2000; Naeem, 2019). Collective analysis using more 

than one method provides an opportunity to address a critical challenge faced by systemic action 

researchers who must reflexively contend with decision-making and subjective interpretation 

when integrating multiple viewpoints across a system. Burns (2014b) recognized that systemic 

forms of inquiry hold the potential to raise complex dilemmas regarding interpretive ownership. 

Engaging collective analysis techniques in this study sought to distribute ownership of the 

inquiry’s findings and recommendations. Also, positioning myself as a participatory facilitator 

within the system enabled me to be an active co-creator, providing opportunities for reflexive 

intervention throughout the systemic inquiry design. Engaging reflexively about my impressions 

and perspectives and committing to transparency, including being explicit about the methods and 

analyses employed while committing to report unexpected findings, also increased the 
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confidence and relevance of the findings. This was to mitigate imposing direction based on my 

individual perspective and bias. Finally, collectively validating the findings from the initial staff-

based inquiry groups, including staff recommendations generated through the collective analysis 

process, aimed to raise the profile of staff perspectives in priority setting, action planning, and 

defining implementation strategies reflected in the recommendations presented to senior leaders 

following this study. This sequence ensured that staff and senior leadership positioned to guide 

implementation share ownership of the study’s recommendations to sustain significant changes 

in divisional workflow and policy practices over time. In the next chapter, I delve into the study 

findings and conclusions before presenting these recommendations in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

 This chapter presents the combined findings and conclusions generated from the Policy 

Analyst and Director/Manager DEMN SPP workshops that I convened virtually in collaboration 

with DEMN SPP over two weeks in November 2021. The design of the workshop series 

facilitated the core AR cycle of inquiry exploring barriers and enablers to shifting policy 

practices in the division, while also creating the opportunity to reflectively test systemic design-

led methods within cycle of inquiry itself. Here I present an overall summary of the study 

approach and the research findings, starting with an overview of the initial data analysis and the 

high-level themes that emerged in the first workshop set. Then I describe in further detail the 

collective analysis process engaged during the following workshops, where participants were 

invited to collectively validate the themes, identify patterns and connections, and make 

recommendations. Next, I compare the findings generated through a combination of both the core 

and reflective AR cycles, with the literature I reviewed in Chapter 2 to contextualize the barriers 

described by participants and draw conclusions. I then outline the opportunities identified by 

participants to better align and enable a systemic design policy approach in PPH. Finally, I 

conclude by discussing the scope and limitations of this study before delving into the study 

recommendations and implications in the following concluding chapter.  

Summary of Approach 

Keeping with the central research question, I completed an initial analysis of the MURAL 

board data and transcribed notes following Workshop 1 in each inquiry thread and grouped 

responses based on emergent themes along the lines of barriers and enablers. As outlined in 

Chapter 3, this step involved first disassembling the data to create initial groupings by 

identifying themes, concepts, and connected ideas. This initial interpretation process loosely 
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sorted and reassembled the data into high-level barrier and opportunity themes to facilitate a 

more in-depth collective analysis phase in Workshop 2. Finally, I assembled a first-draft affinity 

diagram on MURAL to support the collective analysis process, with high-level themes suggested 

as general categories. All responses were colour-coded by staff group, as outlined in Appendix I. 

The purpose of organizing the data from both groups into a shared affinity diagram was to 

portray, in visual form, an initial systems map, including the different staff level perspectives 

across the system and layered interconnections between the barrier themes influencing policy 

workflows in the PPH division. This affinity diagram supported the next stage collective analysis 

process engaged by each staff group in Workshop 2. During the second workshop, participants 

first validated the barrier themes, then identified interconnections and patterns between themes 

that reinforce, and are reinforced by, the workplace culture and mindsets in PPH. Participants 

built on collective ideas generated in Workshop 1 to define opportunities to address these 

barriers, map theories of change, and support recommendations to the DEMN SPP and senior 

leadership on what would, from their staff-level perspective, better enable a systemic design 

strategic policy approach in PPH.  

Study Findings 

This study's core AR cycle findings on the barriers that prevent a systemic design 

approach to strategic policy are as follows: 

• Reductionist mindset barriers: at odds while working within a complex organization 

and a complex health system policy domain 

• organizational barriers, including: 
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• structural barriers: concentrated power at the top of the organization leaves 

program areas feeling disempowered and disconnected through the policy 

process 

• practice barriers: long, convoluted approval chains and organizational 

resistance to working cross-government and cross-sector promote linear/siloed 

workflows that prevent a systems-led policy approach 

• capacity barriers: including leadership challenges and training/support gaps, which 

hinder staff ability to transition with the division's mandate shift from program 

operations to become a strategic policy shop 

This study's core AR findings on what enables a systemic approach to strategic policy are: 

• a transparent and aligned PPH policy process, including decision-making and priority 

setting, that is more iterative and collaborative between staff and executives will 

improve connectivity, alignment, and adaptive responsiveness across all division 

levels 

• initiatives to support and develop organizational capacity to work beyond Ministry 

and divisional silos will generate cross-government/cross-sector policies to better 

acknowledge and respond to complexity 

Barriers 

Reductionist Mindsets 

Participants in both groups reported facing challenges and barriers to working at the 

strategic policy level within a complex health system with many cross-sector intersections and 

dependencies. Both groups identified commonly reductionist practices and approaches to 

complexity predominant in the culture and mindsets in the organization, which created barriers in 
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their policy work. The theme of reductionist mindsets wove throughout and influenced all other 

themes that emerged in the workshop series. Participants in the analyst group agreed that they 

did not always feel responsively positioned or adequately equipped to navigate complexity in 

their health system policy work. As one participant in the analyst group described: 

Almost everything we do today seems complex now and has change inherent to it. As  

a result, the more nimble we are, the better we are at riding the wave…there should be 

some skill development or resources built in to help us be more nimble.  

The need for resources and supports to upskill and build both leadership and staff capacity to 

navigate complexity emerged repeatedly and intersects with other themes described in 

subsequent sections. 

Participants in the director/manager group described the complexity of their policy work, 

compounded with the complexity of the PPH work environment itself. As one participant noted 

on the MURAL board: 

…the work is often complex—requiring input from multiple experts, partners, and  

policy teams. The appetite to do this kind of work is often missing—from exec and 

sometimes from program areas. And the leadership mindset is often not in place to do this 

work (collaborations, etc.).  

A prevailing theme emerged that while directors and managers recognize their policy work as 

being complex, the problem, in their view, is that senior-level decision-makers push for simple 

solutions on rushed timelines. Another participant further elaborated, "We need an 

acknowledgment of complexity by senior executives and decision-makers. They need to both 

acknowledge that the work we are doing can be quite complex and that this takes time to do 

well." The director and manager participants agreed that pressures in the work environment often 
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discourage meaningful cross-government and cross-sector engagement. As one director noted, 

"We also work on things that are impacted by things outside of the system but seem to be 

expected to ignore this and just focus on the health system even though that makes no sense." 

Participants emphasized the need to take a systems-led policy approach to address complexity. 

However, the Ministry's policy practices and structures, such as long and convoluted approval 

pathways, delayed funding mechanisms, disconnected data sets, and competing interests and 

priorities, prevent PPH policy teams from engaging a strategic systems-led approach.   

Organizational Structure and Practice Barriers 

Participants across both groups identified several inter-connected organizational barriers 

related to the Ministry's hierarchical structure and siloed policy practices that impact their ability 

to advance a coordinated strategic policy approach. First, participants in both groups described 

power and decision-making as concentrated at the top of the organization, leaving staff at the 

program level feeling disempowered and disconnected from the policy process. As one director 

discussed, "The top-down environment of the Ministry of Health leaves the program areas 

waiting for direction and feeling disempowered to actually address policy problems and find 

solutions." The director and manager group noted governance challenges, including unclear 

approval chains and top-down decision-making contributing to a disconnected policy process in 

PPH. Participants in both groups reported this, especially when policy projects crosscut the 

health system or intersect across ministries. As one participant noted, "Most of our projects cross 

MoH/the health system and/or government. [There is no] decision-making structure to advance 

this kind of work." Another participant described that their team is "not properly positioned to 

move the work we need to move— [we are] disconnected from [a] clear governance structure, 

[there is] not a clear channel for decision." Participants in both groups identified that these 

structural barriers reinforce bottle-necked workflows and extended delays for policy initiatives to 
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advance through the organization at the executive level. As one analyst participant reported, 

"staff have pressure to produce for extreme timelines, yet nothing happens [at senior leadership 

levels] for weeks." Participants in the analyst and director/manager groups also reported feeling 

stuck in the linear policy practices stemming from the described structural patterns, preventing a 

systems-led policy approach. Participants in both groups expressed a desire to innovate, 

collaborate, and work more iteratively across teams but felt unsupported, and in some cases, 

actively discouraged from doing so.  

Participants in the policy analyst group repeatedly described feeling disconnected due to 

their role, which, in their view, impacts their ability to think and work strategically when not 

invited into the spaces where strategic discussions occur. The analyst group agreed on the 

prevalence of what they viewed as "significant" communication and process barriers between 

executives and staff and at the staff level across teams. Participants described a lack of awareness 

at the executive level about the breadth of an analyst's role, subject matter expertise, and ability 

to lead projects and engage with stakeholders independently. Several analysts identified these 

hierarchal constraints and missing internal connections leading to missing key operational-level 

relationships and creating policy implementation challenges. One analyst stated, "we need to be 

invited into the decision-making spaces and feel empowered to speak up and share insights from 

our role as policy analysts." Another analyst stated, "There needs to be more opportunities for 

analysts to work with partners and stakeholders where policies will be implemented to ensure 

these policies make sense and are translated to the operational level." Director and manager 

participants similarly described how priority setting, resource flow and top-down decision-

making occur from the executive level without a clear connection to the in-depth 

analysis/evidence and the subject matter expertise distributed at the staff level. Several directors 
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and managers expressed that, from their perspective, senior leaders devalued staff-level expertise 

in the organization. They pointed to high levels of staff turnover and a recent move toward 

generalized hiring practices, further undermining staff-level expertise. As one manager put it, 

"there is a devaluing of expertise because senior [executives] more so want people who will 

follow orders."  

The director and manager group also described how, in their view, hierarchical 

constraints in the Ministry create a punitive, fear-based, and risk-averse culture. Participants 

described the lack of transparency in the approval chain and a tendency for senior leaders to 

micro-manage decision-making. There was broad agreement that, as a result, decision-making 

across all levels of the organization is impacted by a prevailing fear of making mistakes, even in 

low-stake situations. One director shared a personal experience when he observed a colleague 

harshly chastised by senior executives for an internal decision made at the staff/program level. 

This participant described how this interaction decreased his colleague's sense of agency as a 

program leader and created a high level of risk-aversion that rippled out to impact the subsequent 

productivity and workflow of the team. Participants reflected together about how these types of 

singular events layer and create feedback loops in the organization, which over time create a 

legacy of hesitancy and risk aversion that stifles innovation, thought leadership, and workplace 

excellence. Participants described their sense of "broken trust" between staff and executives and 

how this impacts morale at the staff level. As one director noted, "demotivated staff lose hope 

that [they] can actually make changes in the system even if you work hard and put forward 

excellent ideas." Participants in both groups expressed a need for more autonomy at the staff 

level to influence priority setting and advance strategic policy work. From participants' 
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perspectives, there is a need for more trust and respect between staff and executives to improve 

communication flows, align priorities, and better coordinate strategic policy responses.  

Organizational Capacity Barriers 

 Those participants in the policy analyst group with several years of experience working 

in PPH described the shifts in roles and expectations in the division and the impacts they 

observed on team capacity over time. Several analysts focused on gaps that they experienced in 

skill-building opportunities to keep up with the pace of change. For example, one analyst 

explained how policy ideas, proposals, and options were generated over a decade ago at the staff 

level when Ministers worked more closely with the program areas. However, the line between 

staff and senior leadership changed "overnight" with a change in government. They described an 

accompanying shift in roles, and the focus moved from policy development to operational 

program management. Participants described the more recent divisional shift back from 

programs to strategic policy. They agreed that there had been little guidance or additional skill-

building opportunities to support this direction change. One analyst reported, "The Ministry has 

shifted their expectations about policy and what they expect us to do has definitely shifted over 

time. That has been hard to adapt to over the years." This analyst further described the challenges 

they face to develop their skills to keep pace with these changes, "Governments want us to go 'do 

this,' and we are now generations of policy professionals who have learned to do our jobs very 

differently. We need to shift back and rebuild our policy muscle." Another analyst described, 

"We don't know how to initiate anymore, and we need to develop those skills again and be 

empowered by leadership to do so." The analysts agreed that more skill-building opportunities 

are needed to increase their individual and collective policy literacy, specifically, their ability to 

navigate complexity in their policy work. Also, as previously discussed, several analysts 

described feeling disconnected from senior leadership and other teams across the division due to 
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their staff-level role. This disconnection limited their capacity to cross-pollinate ideas, learn from 

others in the division, and hone their ability to inform strategic policy direction.  

Participants in both inquiry threads identified specific capacity challenges impacting 

strategic policy work related to gaps in tools and resources. Analyst participants spoke to a lack 

of PPH-vetted templates and frameworks to align policy teams and advance a coordinated 

approach to complex policy work that intersects across multiple ministries. One director 

participant identified the need to increase awareness about what policy templates are already 

available for use in PPH, with further consideration on whether these tools and templates are 

relevant and supportive to strategic policy teams wrestling with complex issues. Participants in 

the director/manager group identified a gap in policy engagement supports. They highlighted 

how the delay in approved access to innovative virtual collaboration tools, such as MURAL, and 

limited access to the Innovation Hub supports and resources decreased their teams' capacity for 

innovative engagement of partners to inform prioritization and policy direction. Other analysts 

spoke to a lack of mentorship opportunities to translate policy theory into practice in a complex 

policy space. The director/manager participants also emphasized the impacts of limited HR 

resources to expand staff numbers and capacity and address remuneration scales to keep pace 

with market salaries and increasing cost of living. Directors pointed to the resulting high staff 

turnover rate as destabilizing team capacity to advance complex, strategic policy work due to the 

loss of knowledge throughout frequent team changes and handovers. Several directors also 

pointed to a lack of integrated provincial data sets to effectively inform and guide strategic 

policy development and effective monitoring and evaluation strategies. One director spoke to the 

resistance to integrating qualitative population-level data to inform policy priorities and 

direction. In their view, relying solely on limited quantitative data sets impacted policy teams' 
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capacity to respond to intersectional equity barriers and gaps in the system. There was broad 

consensus in the director/manager group that their policy teams need expanded access to 

innovative and sophisticated data tools to inform strategic policy direction and evaluation. 

In addition to tool and resource gaps, participants identified several process barriers 

impacting their policy work. For example, the director/manager group participants focused on 

the need for longer timelines and increased support to engage a more iterative policy 

development process with senior leaders and with other ministry teams. In addition, as discussed, 

the director/manager group identified the need to strengthen the connection points between staff 

at the program levels with executive and ministerial levels to promote alignment and delegated 

decision-making authority throughout the organization. As one participant in the 

director/manager group noted, improved connection with senior leaders would cultivate a clearer 

understanding of the optimal process, "to align what we need to do while waiting for policy 

window[s] to happen—what am I preparing, how am I engaging, how do I brief exec, in what 

order do I engage, etc." Another participant in that group noted that for staff to learn how to take 

advantage of policy windows, executive leaders in PPH need to be "very well-versed in all of the 

ideas we are cooking in the background." Participants in both groups also spoke about the 

disconnect between staff and executive levels leading to overall leadership capacity gaps and 

challenges in the organization. Some director/manager group participants felt a lack of a "strong 

and determined leader" to address the disconnect and other capacity challenges identified. One 

participant in this group noted on the MURAL board that the broader Ministry needs leaders who 

"live the values that are supposed to underlie our work (collaboration, courage, innovation, 

equity, commitment to GBA+ [gender-based analysis],  reconciliation, etc.)." Analyst 

participants saw that effective leadership in the organization would empower analysts to cultivate 
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leadership at the staff level to speak up and contribute their content expertise to strategic policy 

direction. 

Enablers 

Improved Connections 

A theme that emerged in both inquiry groups centred on how a transparent and aligned 

PPH policy process, including decision-making and priority setting, that is more iterative and 

collaborative between staff and executives can improve connectivity and responsiveness across 

policy teams. Participants in both inquiry threads identified opportunities to strengthen 

connections and alignment across all levels of the PPH division, including streamlining 

communication flows, increasing autonomy through alignment, and distributing leadership and 

decision-making at the program level. Policy analysts discussed the opportunity to create a 

network, similar to DEMN, specifically for analysts to connect across the division to share 

experiences and insight and provide peer support and mentorship to navigate complex policy 

challenges and initiatives. Participants in this thread saw building a community of practice to 

promote relationship building and support analysts to cultivate stronger research skills and 

abilities to identify and validate strong evidence to inform policy. The director/manager group 

participants picked up on this idea to consider the opportunities that would be made possible to 

connect the DEMN and an analyst network, broadening networked connections between both 

staff levels across the division as a result.  

Analyst participants also identified opportunities to facilitate alignment in the division 

through creating a PPH policy hub with shared tools and learning supports. This hub would 

provide a centralized place for policy tools and resources to support policy teams to engage 

innovative, collaborative processes that support cross-sector policy work. This hub could also 

point policy teams to existing tools, including decision-aids and templates, that many participants 
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found difficult to locate when needed. Participants identified that such tools, adapted to the PPH 

context, could align consistent processes and streamline communication flows between staff and 

executives. In addition to existing tools, one analyst participant also questioned, "Are there 

innovative tools that could be better supporting engagement? Can we adopt other ways of doing 

things?" Another analyst noted the need to create learning opportunities integrated across staff 

levels in the division, stating that "there should be more meetings like this, but joined with 

directors as well [so that they] can hear our take and our analysis of what is going on." Another 

analyst called for opportunities to build on what policy teams have learned and done during the 

pandemic, to "bring everyone into the same room and brainstorm solutions." The analyst group 

discussed the need to anchor and align these kinds of initiatives with the strategic direction of the 

current governing party more broadly, including aligning with the priorities, mandate letters, the 

strategic plan of the Ministry, and key frameworks and legislation. Participants in the 

director/manager group validated the idea of creating a centralized policy tool and resource hub 

and developing innovative and more collaborative policy practices through additional skill and 

team-building workshops and group training activities. 

Participants in both inquiry groups also called for the design of an open and transparent 

process to advance strategic policy initiatives by streamlining communication flows between 

executives and staff and improving the feasibility and delegation of decision-making at the 

program level. For example, one analyst noted opportunities to simplify the lengthy approval 

chain to "limit the number of eyes and inputs" and promote more agile and efficient timelines 

and actions. Participants in the director/manager group also discussed opportunities to recognize 

and elevate the subject matter expertise located at the staff level. One participant noted in 

particular that "Briefing note advice sent to the [Associates and Deputy Minister] should stay 
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papered as is—it is fine if they choose a different option, but bureaucrats should not have to 

change their advice." Director/managers also saw opportunities for directors to have more 

autonomy to direct and oversee budgets in their program areas while maintaining accountability 

and alignment with divisional and Ministry commitments and priorities. Finally, the 

director/manager group identified the need to co-design divisional processes with senior 

executives to assess where risk in the division exists, evaluate the feasibility, and advance 

opportunities to delegate decision-making. With clear and effective communication flow 

between staff and senior executives, delegated decision-making authority could be more clearly 

established, monitored, and validated over time. 

Integrated Policy Process 

Another enabler theme in both inquiry groups centred on opportunities and initiatives to 

support and develop organizational capacity to work beyond Ministry and divisional silos to 

generate cross-government/cross-sector policies that better acknowledge and respond to 

complexity. Directors and managers discussed opportunities to develop shared theoretical 

frameworks, guiding principles, and strategic alignment across the division. Participants 

referenced the Kingdon 3-P policy model as an example of a shared theoretical framework for 

aligning policy. As one director outlined, the Kingdon 3-P model moves away from thinking 

about linear policy processes to considering policy development as more complex and dynamic. 

They discussed the need to engage and influence three streams, policies, politics, and problems, 

as a helpful theoretical framework for thinking collectively about influencing strategic policy 

windows. As this director explained, this framework provides an example of "how to best 

prepare and work on developing policy so that we can seize the policy window when it opens up. 

Success depends on preparing for opportunity before it arises." Another director summarized 

additional opportunities to advance strategic alignment as,  
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Identifying champions, leveraging other [policy teams] work, partnering with 

teams who have executive attention to move work, [having] side conversations  

to advance key points in the right spaces, establishing tables that have the right  

people in the room, socializing ideas early and often, developing trusting and  

meaningful partnerships, including with Indigenous partners.  

For another director, these initiatives culminated together to maintain "a clear understanding of 

the impact we are all collectively trying to achieve." Other director/manager participants 

highlighted the need to improve connection points with public partners to co-design policy 

priorities, framing, and strategic direction. As one director stated, "What has worked in another 

Ministry is a large public engagement to analyze the needs of the public…if taxpayers [are 

asked] about what they need in [health] promotion and prevention—it may serve as a locomotive 

for real change." Overall, participants in both inquiry threads advocated for opportunities to 

make room for policy processes and practices that are more iterative and collaborative to engage 

a whole-systems view and recognize and map interacting elements, drawing from diverse 

perspectives. As one policy analyst concluded,  

Sometimes—perhaps in all policy development processes—we identify the need  

to 'slow down [and properly engage] to go fast.' Inherent to the work and inherent  

to the [policy] process is the need to break the big issue down into pieces before  

putting it back together.    

Collective Analysis 

As previously outlined in Chapter 3, the collective analysis process was engaged in 

Workshop 2 in each series to enable participants in both inquiry threads to validate the data 

generated in Workshop 1, identify patterns, and connect ideas. Ultimately, the goal of this 
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exercise was to promote collective learning and explore the underlying work patterns and 

mindsets shaping the PPH policy culture. Engaging systemic design methods throughout this 

process facilitated the reflective cycle of AR, to model and test systemic design in practice. For 

example, the affinity diagramming process supported participants to systemically map and 

visualize patterns and connections between interacting elements and dynamics in the division, 

which scoped the problem space collectively and deepened the discussion.  

Reflective learning through this cycle of inquiry was evident, leading to a more iterative 

and fluid approach to defining the problem and shaping possible solutions. For example, several 

policy analyst participants expressed feeling overwhelmed by the affinity diagram on initial 

presentation and described it as too much information to take in at once. In response, we slowed 

the Workshop 2 facilitation approach in this thread to accommodate more time to discuss and 

validate the emergent themes from the first workshop and adjust as needed. While participants 

agreed on the general themes identified, some participants in this thread felt that the group 

needed to add more strengths to the board. One participant discussed their view that "wicked 

problems" had been recognized as impacting workflows in the division for some time, stating 

that "we have talked about this for awhile and I think we have learned to be nimble. [We need to] 

pull out these strengths more on this board." However, when we moved to the diagnostic 

mapping exercise, designed to move from problem identification through a process of collective 

ideation and brainstorming to proposed ideas and solutions, the analyst group felt poorly 

positioned to articulate solutions. One analyst participant stated that "nothing is going to change. 

These structures [controlling our workflow] are outside of our influence and control. It seems 

pointless to try to think of solutions." Other participants in this group expressed a similar sense 

of limited agency in their work environment. In response, we again adjusted the facilitation plan. 
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We shifted focus back to the affinity diagram to consider how barriers could point to potential 

solutions and recommendations for action. Participants subsequently contributed ideas on an 

expanded "Opportunities" section on the MURAL board. Here, analyst participants expanded 

their previous discussion on the benefits of strengthening connections by creating a policy 

analyst network and cultivating alignment through shared process and tools through a proposed 

PPH policy resource hub. 

In contrast, the director/manager participants found the affinity diagram affirmed their 

views and experiences of barriers in the division and were eager to dive into the diagnostic 

mapping exercise. Due to the limited timeframe of the workshop, participants chose one top 

priority issue to focus on together in this exercise, which was articulated as "overly concentrated 

power at the top [of the organization]—leaving program areas disempowered." Participants 

worked through the activity to map the underlying causes, for example, risk aversion creating 

positive feedback loops leading to fear-based decision-making, politicking, and ultimately, in 

their view, broken trust between staff and executives. Next, they mapped these causes to 

consequences, which participants articulated as bottle-necks in decision-making, delays in action 

and advancement of policy initiatives, unclear approval chains, and ultimately demotivated staff 

and teams, thus, further validating the themes identified in Workshop 1. The director/manager 

participants reflected that working through this exercise together toward mapping a theory of 

change and articulating proposed solutions was valuable and empowering. In response to the 

discussion in Workshop 2, one director shared advice provided by a previous mentor: "when the 

bureaucracy gives you lemons, make lemonade." Using the MURAL board to further note,  

[W]e need to learn how to identify when and where to emphasize external adjustments  
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and internal adjustments (i.e. emotional work) when attempting to advance our 

workgoals. The bureaucracy almost always privileges the external when trying to  

solve issues or advance work, but in lots of cases I think what's required is actually  

an [internal] attitude shift.  

They went on to further propose that  

[W]e look for some personal/professional development opportunities that target the 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes and personal characteristics that could help us learn to 

make lemonade rather than get hung up trying to change the structures around us that 

may not be amendable to adjustment.  

On closer analysis, participant descriptions about current structural constraints, practice gaps, 

and capacity challenges in PPH signalled deeper tension and conflict between the stated values 

of the organization and the assumptions, beliefs, and mindsets that shape the division's structures 

and policy behaviours. For example, despite courage and innovation being named as corporate 

values, the fear of making a mistake or limiting one's upward career trajectory contributed to a 

high degree of risk-aversion and resistance to change in the organization. Participants in both 

inquiry threads described confronting resistance to change in the organization and a prevailing 

bias to maintain the status quo. In addition, fear-based mindsets reinforced opposition to 

delegating decision making and more iterative approaches to shaping policy solutions and 

decreased willingness to collaborate across conventional team boundaries to integrate a systems 

lens. Notably, while participants in both inquiry threads identified this resistance to change in the 

organization, the difference in response between the analyst participants and director/manager 

participants signalled a difference in the sense of personal agency and access to leverage points 

to shift the system, likely due to relative position within the hierarchy of the division. 
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Study Conclusions 

This section compares the workshop findings with the literature presented in Chapter 2 to 

culminate in a series of conclusions about what prevents and enables a systemic design approach 

to strategic public health policy design in the PPH Division. I also draw in reflections generated 

while testing and evaluating systemic design-led methods throughout the AR process. Together, 

these findings generated through the core and reflective AR cycles synthesize into this study’s 

meta-cycle of inquiry as described in Figure 1, Chapter 3. The aim is to bring together findings 

generated throughout the AR meta-cycle, to highlight further opportunities to apply systemic 

design thinking and methods to align divisional structures and workflows and enable a more 

adaptive, systemic policy approach. These study conclusions support the recommendations 

subsequently outlined in Chapter 5. 

The study conclusions drawn from the workshop findings and the literature are as 

follows:  

• Applying a complex systems lens to the division frames the barriers arising for policy 

teams and points to potential enablers and opportunities to cultivate a more 

complexity-informed, systems-led policy approach across the PPH division. 

• Applying systemic design principles and methods provides an action-oriented road 

map to enable and advance a more adaptive and coordinated, complexity-informed, 

systems-led policy approach in the division. 

• Combined, complexity, systems and design thinking can support a shift for PPH 

policy teams and the collective PPH policy culture from linear/siloed process and 

either-or thinking to instead be more iterative, networked/collaborative, and 
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adaptively positioned to integrate and bridge between traditional and innovative 

policy practices. 

• Enabling a complexity-informed, systems-led strategic policy approach in the PPH 

division, one that adaptively bridges proven and innovative policy practices, requires 

an aligned shift and distributed leadership and delegated decision-making. 

Applying a Complex Systems Lens 

I opened this study from the position that despite intersecting and compounding crises, 

and mounting evidence of widespread population health impacts, the PPH division and the 

Ministry, more broadly, have yet to embed complexity theory to inform and adapt policy 

processes and practices. I have also argued that the PPH division needs a systemic design 

approach to strategic policy design to direct and influence an increasingly complex public health 

system. Cultivating this approach can mitigate and better address intersecting determinants and 

population health impacts. The meta-cycle findings of this study align with the complexity and 

systems-focused literature to demonstrate how applying a complex organizational systems lens 

to the PPH division contextualizes barriers arising for policy teams and points to potential 

enablers and opportunities to cultivate a systemic design policy approach across the division.  

As Bourgon (2011) argued, applying a complexity lens to government itself facilitates a 

shift from bureaucratic organizing and thinking in top-down, hierarchical terms to understand 

and leverage adaptive organizational complexity, recognize strength and resilience in diversity, 

and the multitude of interconnected, networked interactions. Applying the general characteristics 

of complex systems, such as emergence, adaptive learning through interaction, open versus 

closed systems, and the need for decentralized control support a better understanding of the 

dynamics at play in the division, including the barriers facing policy teams. For example, this 

study's findings point to rigid top-down control as a functional barrier in the division, at odds 
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with addressing internal and external compounding complexity to the organization. Eppel and 

Rhodes (2018) argued that applying complexity theory concepts can support policy teams to 

anticipate how complex policy domains behave and how policymakers might better design and 

manage change across sectors. In line with complexity modelling, a shift to cultivating more 

networked connections across the division that supports aligned while distributed leadership and 

decision-making can position PPH to be more adaptive and responsive to health system and 

broader environmental complexity (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015; Cilliers, 2000; Eppel & Rhodes, 

2018; Senge, 2006; Rickles et al., 2007). Participants in this study also highlighted the need to 

strengthen connections and sightlines internally across program areas and teams and externally 

with partners, drawing on the need for more open engagement. Open complex system dynamics 

shed light on the tensions and constraints faced by PPH policy teams operating in closed silos. 

As Bourgon (2011) argued, embracing complexity theory can support public sector teams to 

shift, respond, and learn through layers of internal and external interaction. Similarly, Eppel and 

Rhodes (2018) outlined how an adaptive, complexity-informed approach can bring into view 

multiple levels of interaction and scale simultaneously for PPH policy teams navigating across 

complex policy domains.   

The literature also highlighted the unique considerations of applying complexity theory in 

government processes, providing insight into the PPH context. As Cairney and Geyer (2017) 

noted, the concept of emergence and decentralized control in government must be considered 

differently than in complex, biological systems. As detailed extensively in the literature, 

traditional government processes and practices were designed for stability. In the case of 

working as an open system, there are privacy constraints and accountabilities that require 

rigorous consideration. For participants in this study, improved opportunities for coordinated and 
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responsive processes of risk-assessment and transparent and efficient communication loops 

would begin to address these challenges. Regardless, this illustrates that while complexity theory 

presents a framework to understand dynamics at play in the division, and while it highlights 

potential opportunities to disrupt or leverage these dynamics, it does not provide a prescriptive 

fix for all challenges faced by policy teams in the division. 

The findings in this study do highlight that applying a combination of complexity theory 

and systems-led thinking can support the coordination of a more aligned and adaptive approach 

to policy design. As the literature suggests, these theoretical frameworks and methods can shift 

policy teams' collective mental models and influence the division's policy culture, including how 

we think and make policy at a systems level. As Cabrera and Cabrera (2015) and Senge (2006) 

have argued, shifting the collective mental models shaping PPH policy practices and culture can 

shift how policy teams are positioned and equipped to think about and respond to complex policy 

challenges and domains. Surfacing the underlying beliefs and feedback loops generating risk-

aversion, siloed practices, bottle-necked decision and communication flows, and decreased 

sightlines across files and teams, can make way for change.  

Applying a Systemic Design Lens 

As outlined in Chapter 2, a systemic design lens combines systems and design thinking 

and methods to advance an action-oriented research approach (Jones & Kijima, 2018; Ryan, 

2016; Sevaldson, 2017). In this study, I drew from systemic design principles and methods to 

conduct the study's overarching participatory systemic inquiry (PSI) design. The PSI approach 

outlined by Burns (2007, 2012, 2014a, 2015) provided a systems-led, design-oriented 

methodology that facilitated participants to come together and generate a systemic view of PPH. 

This systemic view cultivated a more holistic perspective on existing barriers and enablers for a 

more coordinated strategic policy approach in the division. The design of the inquiry threads and 
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accompanying workshops enabled a participatory approach to map the system, identify patterns, 

and collectively analyze the problem in this case, policy team barriers. This approach supported 

participants in generating a roadmap toward possible solutions and recommendations. The 

systemic design approach directly tested and evaluated in this study modelled how to apply a 

complex systems lens to divisional workflow and policy practices, articulate a shared 

understanding of the barriers facing PPH policy teams, and articulate what might enable and 

advance a more adaptive, coordinated policy approach in the future.  

The workshops also modelled how applied systemic design methods can promote 

transparency and alignment by integrating iterative, collaborative policy processes and practices. 

This process aligns with Cook and Tonurist (2020), Bason and Austin (2021), and Quayle 

(2017), who have each outlined the value of a similar experimental design arc or cycle applied in 

the policy context. While some policy scholars outlined in Chapter 2 have argued the limitations 

of design application in a policy context, these arguments initially tended to position 

conventional policy theory and design theory as an either-or proposition (Clarke & Craft, 2018; 

Howlett, 2020). Ultimately, both Clarke and Craft (2018) and Howlett (2020) cautiously 

concluded that paired with a foundational understanding of policy conventions, design thinking 

can enrich the range and scope of policy design by supporting policymakers to create more 

adaptive approaches that leverage networked approaches to social problem-solving. As I outline 

next, the findings of this study and included literature review point to the need for today's PPH 

policy teams to move from a dualistic view to instead draw from the lessons of complexity and 

adaptively bridge between both proven conventions and policy design innovations.    

Bridge Between the Old and the New 

Participants in this study recognized the need for stability and, simultaneously, broad 

systems change. However, many participants sensed that the stability functions, themselves, are 
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what entrenches deep resistance to change in government. The literature supports this finding 

(Bourgon, 2011; Cook & Tonurist, 2020). In addition, several policy analyst participants 

expressed limited agency to affect any change in the system to reconcile with the degree of 

complexity that they also experienced in their work environment. By mapping current PPH 

policy practices and exploring staff experiences and perspectives, this study applies a complex 

systems lens to highlight existing beliefs and mindsets among policymakers that point to the 

tensions involved with shifting between traditional and innovative organizational structures and 

policy practices. Highlighting these tension points also illuminates potential opportunities to lead 

policy teams to respond by moving away from a dualistic either/or thinking and approaches to 

draw instead from and adaptively bridge between conventional and innovative policy approaches 

(Bason & Austin, 2021). This approach situates with what Cabrera and Cabrera (2015) broadly 

articulated as the need for system thinkers to embrace "and/both logic" (p. 6). Leaning into 

complexity and systems thinking facilitates a blending of approaches and provides a means to 

maintain functional stability for core government processes and accountabilities while addressing 

current complexity and adapting into the future (Bourgon, 2011; Cabrera and Cabrera, 2015; 

Cook & Tonurist, 2020). However, Cook and Tonurist (2020) also highlighted that design 

processes, including rapid prototyping and experimentation, can generate superficial solutions or 

weak policy implementation feedback loops, similar to siloed or rigid processes. With this in 

mind, ensuring that PPH policy teams are equipped with proven, traditional policy theory and 

practices while also supported to collaborate and work across conventional boundaries can move 

innovative policy approaches beyond short-range experimentation to long-term implementation 

and evaluation (Cook & Tonurist, 2020). Similarly, Bason et al. focused their study on 

integrating design methods into public management to produce a hybrid model that delivers 
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better outcomes. As I explore in the next section, this hybrid policy approach requires leaders 

who can lead policy teams to effectively bridge and adapt traditional and innovative policy 

methods. 

Adapting & Delegating Leadership 

The findings in this study matched the literature to suggest that advancing complexity-

informed, systemic design-led policy approaches requires leadership aligned with these 

approaches while being both consistent and adaptive (Bason & Austin, 2021; Cabrera & Cabrera, 

2015; Eppel & Rhodes, 2018; Senge, 2006). Participants in both inquiry groups in this study 

pointed to gaps in leadership at all levels of the organization as a contributing thread throughout 

the identified barrier themes facing policy teams. Analysts expressed a lack of empowerment or 

support to cultivate leadership to strategically engage across teams or with external partners to 

respond or initiate policy proposals. This group also pointed to the need for increased capacity at 

the director and manager level to lead staff and policy teams to navigate the complex PPH policy 

environment more effectively. Participants in both groups highlighted the need for all leaders, 

especially Ministry executives, to reflect and promote corporate values, including collaboration, 

courage, innovation, and a commitment to equity and reconciliation in their leadership, to 

support alignment and advancement of complex policy initiatives. For several participants, the 

top-down power dynamics, bottle-necked decision and communication flows, disconnection 

from and perceived undervaluation of staff, and the reinforcing risk aversion perceived at the 

Ministry executive level, suppressed thought leadership and undermined the ability of policy 

teams to align and advance complex policy initiatives. As a result, participants called on a more 

transparent and responsive leadership approach to bridge their sense of broken trust between 

leaders and staff.  
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Enabling a systemic design strategic policy approach in the PPH division, one that 

adaptively bridges proven and innovative policy practices, requires an aligned shift in leadership. 

The need for resources and supports to upskill and build complexity-informed, systems-led 

leadership that can further staff capacity to sustain innovative approaches was reflected in the 

literature. Bason and Austin (2021) presented their retrospective study findings, which showed 

where design-based solutions and practices persisted in government, the most common reasons 

reported were strong leadership and continuity of leadership (p. 19). Both Senge (2006) and 

Cabrera and Cabrera (2015) called for cultivating strong systems leaders who can apply 

complexity and systems theory to provide a foundation for a learning organization capable of 

adaptive behaviour. While participants identified several opportunities to enable a systemic 

design policy approach in the division, the overarching enabler identified was cultivating 

complexity-informed, systems-led leaders. Such leaders can lean in and bridge the complexity 

gap with strong systems thinking and discernment that can adeptly and responsively lead policy 

teams to weave traditional policy approaches with innovative and collaborative design-oriented 

practices. 

Study Scope and Limitations 

 The intended scope of this study was to explore, from different staff level perspectives, 

what prevents or enables a systemic design approach to strategic public health policy in the PPH 

division. Using PSI methods to frame the study design provided an opportunity to approach the 

inquiry with an action-oriented, systemic lens. This approach drew on and experimented with 

systems- and design-led methods to map PPH as a complex system made up of multiple 

interconnected interactions. Incorporating these methods provided an opportunity to consider 

how such approaches can influence collective mindsets and align divisional interactions, 
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structures, and workflows to enable a more adaptive systemic design strategic policy approach. 

The scope of this study limited the focus to mapping the system from the perspectives of PPH 

policy analyst staff and supervisory staff, including directors and managers. The time-limited 

scope of this study did not include mapping executive-level perspectives, either at the divisional 

level or at the Ministry senior executive level more broadly. However, the findings in this study 

point to opportunities to initiate, map, and strengthen connection and alignment between staff 

and executives as a key area for future research.   

 This study acknowledged and centred on the PPH division within the broader context of 

the Ministry as a complex organization, which, in itself, presented study limitations. For 

example, the high rate of staff turnover impacted the changing configuration of this study's 

inquiry team, the timeline of recruitment, and the range of workshop participation. As the 

timeline of this study captured, staff continuity is not a feature in the division. The PSI study 

design accommodated shifts in participants between workshops, reflecting the systemic 

dynamics at play (Burns, 2014a). However, it is worth noting that the staff perspectives shaping 

the qualitative findings in this study represent a specific snapshot of staff-level thinking and 

experiences that would need to be evaluated over time to determine the trend.  

 As noted earlier in this chapter, the conduct of Workshop 2 unfolded differently between 

the policy analyst and the director/manager groups, likely due to the different staff-level vantage 

points in the division requiring more time and opportunity to engage. The facilitation plan 

required a pivot with the policy analyst group to respond to participants who initially felt 

challenged moving through the diagnostic mapping exercise due to their perception that they 

could not impact change within the organization. Instead, we returned to validating the high-

level barrier themes represented in the affinity diagram to consider how these barriers could 
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point to potential opportunities or enablers. Due to time constraints, the second workshop in each 

series was scheduled for 60 minutes; upon reflection, the analyst group may have benefitted from 

more time to move through the diagnostic mapping exercise following more in-depth exploration 

and clarification of leverage points for system change available to analyst participants. More 

time would have provided the opportunity to invite participants to critically reflect and identify 

such leverage points. However, the analyst group was still able to identify early stage 

opportunities from their perspective that informed this study's recommendations, which I will 

outline next in the concluding chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Study Implications 

This final chapter presents recommendations based on the findings and conclusions 

outlined previously. These recommendations relate to the core research question by responding 

to the barriers that prevent, and actioning opportunities that enable, a systemic design approach 

to strategic policy in the PPH division. Further, I outline how these recommendations 

demonstrate the application of systemic design thinking and principles to align divisional 

structures and workflows to enable a more adaptive, systemic policy approach in PPH. I describe 

how these recommendations are actionable and viable to implement in the division and, in some 

cases, aligned with actions and initiatives already underway. Next, I delve into the organizational 

implications of this study by detailing how I have since presented and further validated the study 

findings and recommendations with the broader Directors and Excluded Managers Network 

(DEMN) and in follow-up with the PPH executive team. I describe how this dissemination cycle 

moved into this study's action-planning and change management component, including proposed 

next steps for action. Finally, I discuss what the change initiatives outlined in this study mean to 

the division and why the recommended changes continue to be important and timely for staff and 

policy teams. In so doing, I outline the changes to divisional structures, practices, and processes 

that the study recommendations will require. I also expand upon the study conclusions, 

recommendations, and organizational implications to demonstrate future opportunities for similar 

or complementary inquiry. I conclude by identifying the contribution of this thesis to the 

scholarship and literature more broadly and discuss how this study informs broader 

considerations and trends in public sector policy innovation. In so doing, I outline how the small 

and large actions taken by the division to advance a systemic design policy approach can benefit 

the broader health system in BC. 
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Study Recommendations  

 The November 2021 Policy Analyst and Director/Manager Workshop Series' identified 

key opportunities to reduce barriers and enable a systemic design policy approach in the division. 

These opportunities, outlined in the findings presented in Chapter 4, were refined into a set of 

clear recommendations in a follow-up DEMN "Make-it-Happen" workshop that I hosted with the 

DEMN Strategic Policy Pod (SPP) in January 2022. I presented the workshop findings and 

outlined the affinity diagram during this session. I then guided members through a series of 

group activities using MURAL to validate these findings and further distill priorities, 

recommendations, and key actions for the division moving forward. Taken together, the key 

recommendations to emerge from this study are as follows: 

• design a PPH Policy Hub: Led by DEMN SPP, including a PPH policy guidebook, 

adapt PPH policy tools, resources, and templates, and launch a PPH policy studio 

series, hosting policy competency workshops, mentorship, and learning opportunities 

for PPH policy staff and teams 

• clarify and improve decision-making processes in PPH: Led by PPH executive, 

supported by DEMN SPP through the development of a PPH decision guide  

• form a PPH policy analyst network led by PPH policy analyst staff with executive 

endorsement and active mentorship and support through ongoing, networked 

connection with DEMN and the DEMN planning committee members 

In the next section, I outline each of these recommendations and key actions in more detail. 

Then, I further consider how these recommendations point to applying systemic design thinking 

and principles to align divisional structures and workflows to enable a more adaptive, systemic 

policy approach and shift the policy culture in PPH overall. 
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Create a PPH Policy Hub 

 Improved connectivity, alignment, and cultivating adaptive responsiveness across all 

levels in the division were identified as key enablers of a systemic design approach to strategic 

policy in PPH. The creation of a PPH policy hub was identified by both staff-level inquiry 

threads as a key action toward enabling a more coordinated, aligned, systems-led approach in the 

division. This idea was further validated and put forward as a key action for the DEMN SPP to 

lead in fiscal year (FY) 2022/23 during the DEMN Make-it-Happen workshop. This 

recommendation aligns with work already underway through the DEMN SPP but provides an 

action-oriented road map to phase and coordinate priorities and work planning moving forward. 

One key action is the development of a PPH policy guidebook by looking at resources developed 

in other jurisdictions and adapting to the PPH context. Developing this guidebook to reflect the 

complex organizational context and policy domains facing PPH policy teams, as articulated by 

participants in both inquiry threads in this study, needs to be central to this work. This guidebook 

can create a shared reference point to support policy teams to adapt policy practices to be more 

complexity-informed and responsive to the PPH organizational context and the emerging needs 

and priorities of the public health system in BC. In addition to the guidebook, study participants 

also identified the need to centralize and adapt other policy tools and resources, including policy 

decision aids and templates, to improve access and further align practices and approaches across 

the division. Another action put forward to support this idea is to create a PPH policy studio 

series, providing workshops and learning sessions to orient policy teams to the hub resources and 

facilitate strategic policy competency building, cross-mentorship and team learning 

opportunities. A policy studio concept creates intentional space and opportunity to focus on 

building strategic policy competencies and strengthening capacity to blend seasoned policy 

practices with innovative, design-oriented approaches. This aligns with a key finding that 
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strengthening strategic policy capacity in PPH and equipping policymakers to respond to 

complexity requires a blending of traditional and innovative policy practices. Establishing this 

learning space creates opportunities to network and collaborate across teams on complex policy 

initiatives and incorporate a more iterative, design-oriented approach in practice. In this way, 

applying a complexity-informed, systemic design lens to all this work can guide policy teams to 

shift teams, and PPH policy culture overall, from linear and siloed processes and either/or 

thinking to engage more collaborative, iterative, design-oriented practices. In so doing, policy 

teams are positioned to network and collaborate, incorporate diverse perspectives across teams, 

leverage strengths between traditional and innovative policy practices, and position to respond to 

complexity more adaptively. 

Clarify PPH Decision-making Processes 

 Participants in both inquiry threads identified the need for a more transparent and aligned 

PPH policy process, including decision-making and priority setting, that is more iterative and 

collaborative between staff and executives, to improve connectivity and adaptiveness across the 

division. A specific recommendation to support this shift is clarifying and improving PPH 

decision-making and approval pathways. This recommendation pulls from the study findings and 

conclusions that enabling a systemic design policy approach in PPH requires a similar leadership 

shift to be more complexity-informed and systems-led. Applying a complex systems lens to the 

division demonstrates the need to cultivate and leverage networked leadership and promote 

delegated decision-making to cultivate clear alignment and shared principles to guide the 

organization. This points to the need for important shifts in approach at the senior executive level 

in the division and the Ministry. The DEMN SPP can support this shift by developing a PPH 

decision and approval algorithm that outlines and aligns shared pathways to decision, 

highlighting areas of mutual risk while supporting coordinated and delegated mitigation 
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strategies. This can guide policy teams, create efficiencies, align practice, and highlight further 

opportunities to delegate and streamline to avoid unnecessary decision bottlenecks and progress 

delays. This resource can be housed and socialized across teams through workshops and learning 

opportunities generated through the PPH Policy Hub. Applying a complexity-informed, systemic 

design lens supports the division to come together and engage a holistic, systemic view of PPH 

to inform, innovate, and design this critical shift in divisional approaches to leadership and 

decision-making. 

Establish a PPH Policy Analyst Network 

 Participants in the policy analyst thread identified several barriers that pointed to their 

sense and experience of disconnection internally within the organization. Analyst staff expressed 

feeling disconnected from other analysts, supervisors and executives, and strategic tables where 

priority setting and decision-making occur. Analyst participants called for the formation of an 

analyst network, like DEMN, to build a community of practice, share ideas and experience, and 

cultivate improved connections for staff across the division. Participants in the director/manager 

thread recognized further opportunities to strengthen collaboration and networking opportunities 

between the DEMN and a future analyst network. The opportunity to form a policy analyst 

network was put forward as a key recommendation and action following the DEMN Make-it-

Happen workshop. Promoting and broadening the networked function and structure across the 

division will shift PPH practices and culture overall to be more aligned and connected, to 

cultivate increased resilience, agility, and responsiveness. The impacts and benefits of this 

structure and culture shift in the division will support PPH policy teams to work beyond staff-

level silos to generate policy approaches and solutions that better acknowledge and respond to 

internal and external complexity to the organization. Beyond that, supporting teams across the 

division to shift to more networked, collaborative approaches promotes a more adaptive and 
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resilient PPH culture overall. This culture shift can fortify trust between all layers of the 

organization and foster an environment that generates further innovation and growth. Cultivating 

a policy analyst network extends the recommendation to cultivate adaptive, distributed 

leadership in the division by empowering staff to connect and collaborate across the division and 

staff levels. Integrating networked connections with the DEMN and the broader Ministry 

Executive Director Network leverages complex networks of relationships, emerging interactions 

and interdependencies. A networked approach makes space for dynamic self-organizing in the 

division and across the Ministry (Cilliers, 2000; Ujwary-Gil, 2019). 

Organizational Implications 

As described in previous sections, following the inquiry thread workshops, I further 

engaged the DEMN and PPH executives and decision-makers to facilitate this study’s 

dissemination and action-planning component. First, I presented the findings and conclusions 

generated through the staff-level workshop series to DEMN SPP. Then, with the support of other 

SPP members, I co-facilitated a Make-it-Happen workshop with the broader DEMN 

membership. During this workshop, we engaged DEMN members and visiting PPH executives 

to respond to the findings and collectively sort and prioritize key recommendations using 

MURAL. Members sorted opportunities identified by study participants into “Yes” (top priority), 

“Maybe Someday” (possible, phased priority), and “No” (not a priority) columns. Members were 

next invited to reorganize the board to reflect key recommendations and generate actions. The 

recommendations and actions described in the previous section highlight the key actions put 

forward collectively by the study participants and DEMN members. These include co-design and 

implementation of new strategic policy resources and a networked infrastructure that can align 

the efforts and priorities of staff and senior leadership across the division.  
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Next, I presented these refined recommendations and proposed actions to my 

organizational partner and the PPH executive team. They collectively responded with support 

and endorsement to move ahead with implementation planning. I reviewed the next steps 

identified for the DEMN SPP, including developing a phased FY 2022/23 workplan to action 

and move key initiatives toward creating a PPH policy hub. The DEMN SPP has already 

completed a national and international jurisdictional scan to review other public sector policy 

guides that can inform the adaptation of a PPH policy guidebook. In addition to the 

recommendation to design a PPH policy hub, executive leads proposed exploring an option to 

create a PPH strategic policy champion role in the division, akin to a project management 

champion role that was successfully implemented in the division in 2020. This champion role 

has worked to strengthen and align project management capacity and approaches in the division, 

and there has been discussion about the parallel opportunities for support that a policy champion 

could provide for PPH policy teams. Having a designated champion whose primary focus is 

supporting change management and policy skill-building in the division would support the 

sustainment of the proposed change initiatives beyond the scope of the DEMN SPP. This idea 

remains exploratory for now. The executive team did approve funds to support workshops and 

learning opportunities that the DEMN SPP can organize and host in the future through the PPH 

policy studio. 

Regarding the recommendation to clarify and improve PPH decision-making processes, 

the executive team proposed taking this issue and the decision-making and approval algorithm to 

be developed by DEMN SPP to the broader Ministry Executive Director Network for input and 

discussion. There was recognition that cultivating change toward delegated decision-making and 

leadership at the broader Ministry level would better support change management at the division 
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level. Executives discussed recent signalling from the deputy minister, indicating support to shift 

away from top-down decision-making toward cultivating more delegated, networked structures 

in the Ministry. Advancing the recommendations and initiatives proposed in this research 

supports PPH to offer change management strategies and leadership in this direction. Similarly, 

the proposal to create a PPH policy analyst network was considered a timely recommendation to 

support this desirable culture shift in the division and the Ministry more broadly. The 

establishment of this network structure was proposed as a key action for executive endorsement 

in the upcoming PPH workforce development planning cycle to be launched in the spring of 

2022. With executive endorsement, the DEMN planning committee is now positioned to support 

and empower PPH policy analyst champions to form and fully lead the network, building 

integrated points of networked connection with DEMN.  

Time for Change 

The recommended change initiatives outlined in this study address the many barriers and, 

in turn, provide a road map to action the enablers identified by analyst and director/manager 

participants to navigate complexity and respond systemically in their strategic policy work in the 

division. However, mapping the barriers and enablers experienced by PPH staff and policy teams 

pointed to more than divisional structures and processes requiring change. As the study findings 

highlighted, these barriers and enablers extend to shape and influence the PPH policy and 

organizational culture overall. For example, when articulating the structural and process barriers 

they experience, participants expressed a lack of trust between leaders and staff and a personal 

and collective sense of burn-out and frustration. By mapping staff experiences and perspectives, 

this study applied a complex systems lens to highlight dynamic, emergent interactions happening 

across staff levels in the division and pointed to how organizational beliefs and mindsets can 
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shift to influence and support staff and policy teams to innovate, adapt, and work together 

differently. The system mapping also pointed to the tensions involved with shifting between 

traditional and innovative policy practices. Highlighting these tension points illuminated 

potential opportunities for policy teams to move away from a dualistic either/or approach to 

bridge between conventional and innovative policy approaches. This blending of practices 

provides a means to maintain functional stability while addressing current complexity and 

adapting into the future. In this way, the recommendations put forward in this study provide 

practical action points to strengthen connectivity and alignment and delegate leadership and 

decision-making in the division to support policy teams to be more connected, innovative, and 

adaptive. The study recommendations distribute proposed actions and can inspire organizational 

leaders and staff across the division to undertake changes within their sphere of influence.  

Meta Learning  

This study provided an opportunity to reflect and create action throughout the inquiry 

process, initially motivated from my personal experiences and observations leading a PPH policy 

team to navigate a complex policy environment. Focusing this study more broadly at the division 

level opened a valuable cross-team exploration of the assumptions shaping the collective norms 

and policy practices, and facilitated individual and team learning through meta-cycles of inquiry. 

Both levels of inquiry exemplify the first and second-person research framework presented by 

Torbert (2000), that outlined the integration of research and practice in ourselves, and across 

teams. In addition, this study aimed to advance third-person research, which Torbert described as 

integrating inquiry and practise at the organizational level. In this way, my objective through 

conducting this research was to generate new findings and reflective insights that will advance 

policy innovation starting at the personal level while influencing the broader team and ultimately 
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contributing to an overarching shift in Ministry policy practices. Engaging in a participatory 

systems inquiry that wove together core and reflective AR cycles cultivated complexity and 

systemic design competencies in our divisional approaches to strategic policy and began to 

model new and collaborative ways of working together. Specifically, this research drew on 

systemic design principles to mobilize a design oriented PPH policy space that will continue 

through ongoing DEMN SPP initiatives that can be reflexive, innovative, and adaptive to 

division members’ changing needs and policy focus over time. The parallel inquiry threads 

provided the opportunity to define barriers and opportunities for policy innovation from distinct 

vantage points across the division, generating a more holistic, systemic view of PPH.  

Implications for Future Study  

This study provided the opportunity to apply systemic design to explore the barriers and 

enablers of using such an approach in the PPH division. The participatory systemic inquiry (PSI) 

lens provided a compatible framework for incorporating systemic design-led methods to engage 

participants from different viewpoints across the division. First, participants systemically 

mapped experiences, policy workflows, and the barriers and enablers shaping the PPH policy 

culture. From there, applied systemic design methods supported participants in exploring and 

defining the problem space, ideating solutions, and designing an action-oriented road map for 

change. In this way, this study contributes to the emerging field of complexity-informed, 

systemic design theory applied to public sector policy and organizational change. However, 

while the timeframe of this research project enabled a reflective, action-oriented cycle to test and 

evaluate the application of systems- and design-led methods, the arc stopped short of moving 

into longer-term action and evaluation of the recommendations that emerged. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, the study design acknowledged this limitation from the outset, drawing from ARE 
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principles to instead focus and support the division to work through a readiness cycle for broader 

systemic change (Rowe, Graf, Agger-Gupta, Piggot-Irvine, & Harris, 2013). The need for future 

studies that expand to map and evaluate long-term design-led implementation feedback loops 

and their impact on the organization over time was also recognized in the literature. Future 

research could evaluate the cultural shifts that unfold in the division following implementation of 

the PPH policy hub, team uptake of systemic design policy supports and resources, including 

clarified decision and approval supports, as well as the impacts of establishing and supporting 

the implementation of a PPH policy analyst network. This study points to future opportunities to 

engage a more expansive, systemic AR approach in the division to mobilize cycles of action that 

would include structural, policy, or practice changes and evaluate such changes over time. 

Additionally, the limited timeline of this study meant that only connections between 

staff-level perspectives were mapped across the division while pointing to barriers and 

opportunities to strengthen connection points with senior and executive levels. In the future, 

opportunities to directly engage and map senior executive and elected official perspectives on 

barriers and enablers to strategic policy work would offer critical insights on integrating systemic 

design-led approaches and strengthening networked connectivity, broadening mandates, and 

leadership capacity in the organization. Also, the scope of this study positioned PPH staff as the 

“end-users” of intended shifts designed in policy practice; however, future research is needed to 

expand that focus to meaningfully explore a diverse range of citizen experiences and 

perspectives as end-users of policy processes and outputs. 

 Summary and Conclusion: Weaving Core and Reflective Cycles of Inquiry 

In this study, I opened from the position that despite intersecting complexity 

compounding population health impacts, the PPH division and the Ministry, more broadly, have 



112 

 

 

yet to embed complexity theory in practice to inform and adapt strategic policy approaches. I 

have further argued that the PPH division needs a systemic design approach to strategic policy 

design to direct and influence an increasingly complex public health system. Finally, I have also 

argued that leading and coordinating a more aligned and adaptive approach to policy design 

requires an applied combination of complexity theory and systemic design-led thinking to shift 

our collective mental models to influence the division’s policy culture, including the way we 

think and make policy at a systems level.  

Engaging an AR framework facilitated the direct application of systemic design-led 

methods to explore the division's current state workflows and policy practices and ideate 

collectively toward potential improvements. While the core study recommendations point to 

opportunities for further action and change, the reflective cycle of applying and evaluating these 

methods in practice supported individual and collective team learning in the division. Thus, as 

discussed previously, this study provided an opportunity to weave together the core inquiry with 

reflective process to experience and advance “research in action, rather than research about 

action” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 6). As I’ve outlined, taken together, the application of 

complexity and systemic design theories and approaches in the public policy context offers 

valuable opportunities to shift, through theory and action, the collective thinking, modelling, and 

policy processes in the PPH division, with applications that can inform Ministry direction 

overall. This research demonstrated how applying a complex systems lens to the broader 

organization frames the barriers arising for policy teams and points to potential enablers and 

opportunities to cultivate systemic design-led policy approaches. Engaging complexity, systems, 

and design thinking was shown in this study to support a shift for PPH policy teams from 

linear/siloed processes to be more receptive to iterative, adaptive, networked and collaborative. 
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Finally, I have argued that applied systemic design theory and methods enable policy processes 

and actions that more closely align with and iteratively respond to the characteristics and 

dynamics at play in complex systems. However, review of the literature also demonstrated that 

the cross-application of complexity theory from the physical or environmental systems sciences 

to model the public sector environment is an emergent, non-linear consideration, which requires 

a complexity-compatible mindset to explore. Thus, I have further argued that applying systems-

led design thinking and methods to address complexity in a public policy context, in turn, 

requires reflexive application of systemic design thinking and approaches to iteratively and 

collaboratively experiment and test when consensus on the endpoint is not yet proven or fully 

understood.  

Another key conclusion of this research is that enabling a systemic design-led strategic 

policy approach in the PPH division, which adaptively bridges proven with innovative policy 

practices, requires an aligned shift in leadership. Leading culture change requires 

transformational leaders who promote continuous learning and flexibility in teams and 

organizations by creating contexts conducive to integrating evidence into practice (Rycroft-

Malone et al., 2004). Drawing from the reflective application of complexity-informed, systemic 

design-led methods in this study, I have further actioned these findings and insights into shaping 

and adapting my direct leadership approach within my PPH policy team. I have intentionally 

begun to prioritize and foster an inclusive and agile environment where staff can come to work 

each day curious, prepared to ask questions, enabled to collaborate iteratively across files and 

projects, and empowered to work together differently toward advancing several complex policy 

initiatives. This involves going back to the drawing board early and often and recognizing that 

we do not have all-knowing policy answers to impose onto the complex social challenges we are 
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tasked to address. This approach has strengthened and informed how we network outwardly 

across the division and Ministry and bridge across conventional boundaries with external 

partners in ways that welcome diverse perspectives and insights, distributing power and agency 

to define priorities and design action. In this way, we now work together to shift and adapt policy 

practices by building time to collaborate extensively, design evaluation and implementation 

feedback loops through our initiatives early from the outset, and reflexively respond and change 

course with new information. In this way, leading my team and the innovative change work 

underway through the DEMN SPP shifts the BC Public Service corporate values—courage, 

passion, teamwork, service, and accountability—beyond aspirational value statements to action. 

Promoting a more innovative and effective public service requires integrating these values to 

lead change and navigate uncertainty while remaining focused and committed to the central 

purpose of the Ministry, to maintain highly effective health services while generating strategic 

policy direction that skillfully leads and influences the health system to be resilient and 

responsive to the diverse and changing needs of citizens.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Workshop 1 Focus and Framing Questions 

1. Policy Analyst Inquiry Stream 

 

• Policy studio workshop 1: Brainstorming (60-90 mins) 

o A sequence of Liberating Structures will be used to facilitate small group 

dialogue, based around the following sample 'focusing and framing' questions: 

 

▪ What is the significance of strategic policy, and what do you see as PPH's 

role in developing strategic health system policy? 

▪ Reflect on and describe your experiences developing strategic health 

system policy while working as a policy analyst in the PPH division. 

▪ How are strategic policy projects currently developed in the division? 

▪ Currently, how well resourced, connected, and equipped do you feel as a 

PPH policy analyst to navigate and address health sector complexity in 

your policy work?  

▪ What conditions, tools, resources, or divisional processes have contributed 

to any successes? What conditions, tools, or resources do you wish you 

and your team had access to? 

▪ Do you perceive any internal or external barriers to the division to 

advancing a more systemic approach to strategic policy design?  

▪ What innovations and opportunities do you see that could better support 

PPH policymakers and senior leaders to incorporate a systemic approach 

to designing, implementing, and evaluating strategic public health policy 

more effectively? 

 

• Policy studio workshop 2: Collective Analysis (60-90 mins) (see Appendix H for 

more details) 

o Affinity diagram exercise  

o Diagnostic mapping exercise, including making recommendations 

 

2. Supervisory Staff Inquiry Stream 

 

• Policy studio workshop 1: Brainstorming (60-90 mins) 

o A sequence of Liberating Structures will be used to facilitate small group 

dialogue, based around the following sample 'focusing and framing' questions: 

 

▪ What is the significance of strategic policy, and what do you see as PPH's 

role in developing strategic health system policy? 

▪ Reflect on and describe your experiences developing strategic health 

system policy while working as a manager or director in the PPH division. 

▪ From your perspective, how are strategic policy projects currently 

advanced in the division? 
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▪ Currently, how well resourced, connected, and equipped do you feel as a 

PPH manager or director to lead your team to navigate and address health 

sector complexity in your policy work?  

▪ What conditions, tools, resources, or divisional processes have contributed 

to any successes? What conditions, tools, or resources do you wish you 

and your team had access to? 

▪ Do you perceive any barriers, either internal or external, to the division to 

advancing a systemic approach to designing strategic policy?  

▪ What innovations and opportunities do you see that could better support 

PPH policymakers and senior leaders to incorporate a systemic approach 

to designing, implementing, and evaluating strategic public health policy 

more effectively? 

 

• Workshop 2: Collective Analysis (60-90 mins) 

o Affinity diagram exercise  

o Diagnostic mapping exercise, including making recommendations 
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Appendix B: PPH Division Org Chart 

Appendix B provides a high-level view of the organizational structure of the PPH Division. The intention is not to legibly present the individual 

roles, but rather outline the general divisional and branch structure. 

 

Health Protection Branch 

Infection Prevention & Control Branch Executive: Assistant Deputy Ministers Office 

Public Health Prevention and Planning Branch 
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Appendix C:  Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the Master of Arts in Leadership Degree requirement at Royal Roads 

University, Erin Price Lindstrom (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry study at the BC. 

Ministry of Health (MoH), Population and Public Health (PPH) Division to explore health 

policy innovation in PPH. The Student's credentials with Royal Roads University can be 

established by calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 

x4162 or email Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca  

 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 

include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 

transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 

assist the Student and the Ministry of Health PPH division's change process. In the course of this 

activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data. 

 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 

project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 

functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 

receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. This agreement covers recorded 

information in all formats. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 

personally-identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally-identifying 

information. 

 

Bridging Student's Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

 

In situations where potential participants in a work setting report directly to the Student, you, as a 

neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential 

participants, may be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge this potential or actual 

conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: 

send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in 

participation from potential participants, independently make a selection of received participant 

requests based on criteria you and the Student will have worked out previously, formalize the 

logistics for the data-gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and 

location of the workshops, facilitating the workshops (usually 3-5 maximum), and facilitating  

collection of the anonymized participant journal entries with the selected participants using the 

protocol and questions worked out previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts 

of the workshops with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back to 

the Student for the data analysis phase of the study.  
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This strategy means that potential participants with a direct reporting relationship will be assured 

they can confidentially turn down the participation request from their supervisor (the Student), as 

this process conceals from the Student which potential participants chose not to participate or 

simply were not selected by you, the third party, because they were out of the selection criteria 

range (they might have been a participant request coming after the number of participants 

sought, for example, interview request number 6 when only 5 participants are sought, or focus 

group request number 10 when up to 9 participants would be selected for a focus group). Inquiry 

Team members asked to take on such 3rd party duties in this study will be under the direction of 

the Student and will be fully briefed by the Student as to how this process will work, including 

specific expectations and the methods to be employed in conducting the elements of the inquiry 

with the Student's direct reports, and will be given every support possible by the Student, except 

where such support would reveal the identities of the actual participants. 

 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 

retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under the direction of the Royal 

Roads Academic Supervisor. 

 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 

the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Erin Price 

Lindstrom, the Student. 

 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

 

I have read and understood this agreement. 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________ _________________________ _____________ 

 
Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 
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Appendix D: Research Participant Recruitment Letter (EMAIL invitation) 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

I am contacting you on behalf of Erin Price Lindstrom (MA candidate) to invite you to be part of 

a research project that she is conducting. This project is part of the requirement for a Master's 

Degree in Health Leadership at Royal Roads University. Bernard Achampong, Executive 

Director, has approved this project, and I have been permitted to contact potential participants on 

behalf of the research team for this purpose. 

Participant policymakers are invited to explore what prevents or enables a systemic approach to 

strategic public health policy design in the PPH Division. By mapping current PPH policy 

practices through exploration of staff and senior leadership experiences, this research further 

aims to highlight existing barriers and leverage opportunities to innovate and optimize a 

collective, systemic approach to designing, implementing, and evaluating strategic public health 

policy across the division. Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are a 

[insert Policy Analyst; or Director/Manager] involved in advancing strategic policy design in the 

PPH division. 

This research phase will consist of a two-part series hosted through the PPH Directors and 

Excluded Managers Network (DEMN) Policy Studio. The studio workshops will be hosted 

virtually over MS Teams, will last 60-90 minutes each, and will focus on how PPH policymakers 

might integrate adaptive policy practices in ways that will cultivate collaboration across 

traditional boundaries and enable more systemic approaches to strategic health system policy 

design.   

The attached Research Information Letter contains further information about the study conduct 

and will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether you wish to participate. Please 

review this information before responding. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. I will hold your decision whether or not to 

participate in confidence. Neither the researcher, Erin Price Lindstrom, nor the Project Sponsor, 

Bernard Achampong, will know who has declined participation. 

I realize that you may feel compelled to participate in this research project due to your collegial 

relationship with both the researcher and the project sponsor. Please be aware that you are not 

required to participate and, should you choose to participate, your participation would be entirely 

voluntary. If you do decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. 

If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision not to 

participate will also be maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect our relationship or 

your employment status in any way. Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have 

additional questions regarding the project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in this research project, please contact me, as designate through 

the PPH DEMN at: 
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Name:  

E-mail:  

Telephone:  

Sincerely, 
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Appendix E: Draft Recruitment Poster 

This poster will be distributed via email with the Participant Recruitment Letter attached 

(Appendix D).  

 

 
 

Dear [PPH Policy Analysts] [Directors & Managers] 

The PPH Directors and Excluded Managers Network (DEMN) Strategic Policy Pod needs your input! 

 

Please join us for this upcoming (& very fun!) Strategic Policy Pod Policy Analyst workshop series, 1 & 2. 

Whether you are a newbie or a pro, this is your chance to share your experiences and perspective working on 

different kinds of policy in PPH—we need you to speak into how the Policy Pod can create better supports for you 

and all policy teams across the division to better align our policy processes, build capacity, and overall strengthen 

our PPH policy chops! 

 

Participation is completely optional, but we hope (!!!) that you will accept this invite.  Please reach out to Erin Price 

Lindstrom (Erin.Price@gov.bc.ca) or Krystyna Adams (Krystyna.Adams@gov.bc.ca) with any questions, or see the 

FAQ list below! 

 

FAQ: 
When are the dates?   

• Tuesday, Nov 16th (3-4:30 pm) 

• Tuesday, Nov 23rd (3-4 pm) 
 
What if I can only attend part of the sessions? 

• Great question!  Come anyway! 
 

Do I need to prepare anything ahead of time? What if I’m new or rusty with the policy lingo? What if I don’t really know 
what strategic policy is? Will there be a test at the end, or any hard work involved?  

• No! nothing to prep ahead of time. Just come! This is your chance to speak into what will support you better in 
your work.  

• If you are shy, don’t worry! You can join the Mural board as an anonymous wild animal and share your ideas 
that way! 

 
I heard this was being supported by Erin’s RRU research project. Is that true? What does Bernard think of that? 

• Yes! Once you confirm that you are interested in participating, I will send you more information on behalf of 
Erin about the research project, and provide you with a consent form, to comply with ethics. You can look 
everything over and make an informed decision about joining the workshop or not.  Erin won’t know, or hold it 
against you, if for any reason you choose not to attend. Promise. 

• Bernard is the official organizational sponsor for this project. He is happy to hear it is moving ahead! Bernard 
won’t know, or hold it against you, if for any reason you choose not to attend.

mailto:Erin.Price@gov.bc.ca
mailto:Krystyna.Adams@gov.bc.ca
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Appendix F: Research Information Letter 

 Bridging Complexity: A Systemic Design Approach to Policy in the BC Ministry of Health 

 

My name is Erin Price Lindstrom, and this research project is part of the requirement for a 

Masters in Health Leadership at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads 

University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of 

Leadership Studies: Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 

 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization: 

 

The overarching question my research aims to answer is what prevents or enables a systemic 

approach to strategic public health policy design in the PPH Division? By mapping current PPH 

policy practices through exploration of staff and senior leadership experiences, this research aims 

to highlight existing barriers and leverage opportunities to innovate and advance a collective, 

systemic approach to designing, implementing, and evaluating strategic public health policy 

across the division.  

 

This research is sponsored by the Population and Public Health (PPH) Division's Excluded 

Managers and Directors Network (DEMN) Strategic Policy Pod (SPP).  Bernard Achampong 

(Executive Director, PPH division) is providing co-partner support throughout this research. 

 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

 

This study will conduct a series of three inquiry threads involving participation with staff and 

senior leadership from different vantage points across the division to explore barriers and 

opportunities to advance PPH strategic policy capacity. The first two staff-based inquires will 

run parallel: the first inquiry group will involve a small group of 6-10 policy analysts. The 

second will involve a similar number of supervisory staff (managers and directors). I will co-

facilitate each 60-90 minute inquiry session with the Hub and DEMN SPP members of the 

inquiry team. Liberating Structures exercises will be used to facilitate dialogue between 

participants. The starting point is gathering direct personal accounts of staff experiences working 

with strategic policy design in the PPH work environment. The facilitators will pose questions 

that prompt, followed by clarifying questions as needed to elicit participants' discussion 

priorities. The aim is to layer participant workplace stories and experiences to surface patterns, 

reveal collective themes, and inform recommendations to support policy teams across the 

division to incorporate a systemic approach to strategic policy design.  

 

After independently synthesizing participant findings following the first two staff-based inquiry 

groups, I will reconvene the staff and supervisory groups, each for another 60-90-minute 

workshop to facilitate collective interpretation of the data using systemic mapping methods, 

including affinity diagraming and diagnostic mapping techniques. 
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I will share the outcomes and findings, including the system mapping generated through the 

collective analysis during a 60-minute small group interview with executive leadership (2-4 

participants). The preliminary findings from the staff-based inquiry groups will frame the 

executive interviews' initial focus, which will then shift to explore possibilities for implementing 

these findings from an executive-level perspective, including perceived barriers or levers to 

strategic policy innovation in the division. This sequence aims to ensure that staff and senior 

leadership positioned to guide implementation have ownership of the study's recommendations, 

to prioritize and sustain significant changes in divisional workflow and policy practices over 

time. 

 

Each policy studio session will be conducted using the virtual meeting platform, MS Teams, and 

the virtual tool, Mural, as a collaborative whiteboard space for data collection.  

 

The following sample 'focusing and framing' questions will align with the sequence of methods 

and exploration participants will undertake in the workshops: 

 

• What is the significance of strategic policy, and what do you see as PPH's role in the 

development of strategic health system policy? 

• Reflect on and describe your experiences developing strategic health system policy while 

working as a [policy analyst; manager or director] in the PPH division. 

• From your perspective, how are strategic policy projects advanced in the division? 

• Currently, how well resourced, connected, and equipped do you feel as a PPH [policy 

analyst; manager or director] to navigate and address health sector complexity in your 

policy work?  

• What conditions, tools, resources, or divisional processes have contributed to any 

successes? What conditions, tools, or resources do you wish you and your team had 

access to? 

• Do you perceive any barriers, either internal or external to the division to advancing a 

systemic approach to designing strategic policy?  

• What innovations and opportunities do you see that could better support PPH 

policymakers and senior leaders to incorporate a systemic approach to designing, 

implementing, and evaluating strategic public health policy more effectively? 

 

Benefits and risks to participation 

 

This research aims to map current policy workflows and practices in the PPH division to address 

barriers and highlight opportunities to cultivate a systemic approach to strategic policy design 

across the division. 

 

Risks of this study are relatively minimal; however, the study does assemble policymakers from 

across teams to work together in a collaborative space to reflect and make recommendations 

about the divisional work environment, regardless of direct familiarity with the other participants 

in the group.  This may be welcome by some participants while others may feel less inclined or 

comfortable to share personal reflections or experiences in a group setting. Also, the time 

commitment will require two 60-90-minute windows to attend the workshop sessions. While 
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your participation is entirely voluntary, the proposed team configuration and time commitment 

may be a consideration for you to participate in the study. 

 

Inquiry team 

 

The inquiry team consists of an Innovation Hub member, a PPH DEMN SPP member, a PPH 

DEMN Planning Committee member, and two academic supports outside of the Ministry and 

independent of Royal Roads University. 

 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

 

Concurrent to the research period, I am also a current manager in the PPH Division.  Considering 

this supervisory role, measures are in place to protect participants from real or perceived 

conflicts of interest or "power-over" concerns.  Recruitment will be conducted by an Inquiry 

Team member from outside of the PPH division. All virtual participant whiteboard data will be 

anonymized at the point of collection and through all analysis and dissemination phases. I 

disclose this information here for you to make a fully informed decision on whether you feel 

comfortable participating in this study. 

 

Confidentiality, the security of data, and retention period 

 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 

maintained in confidence with electronic copies (e.g., consent forms) stored on a password-

protected computer. Electronic data (such as transcripts or audio files) will also be stored on a 

password-protected computer on my home computer. Information collected during the Policy 

Studio workshops will be audio/video recorded via MS Teams. Participant whiteboard 

contributions will be submitted and summarized, in an anonymous format, for analysis and in the 

body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 

unless a separate agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept 

strictly confidential. Data will be retained for ten years. Raw data will be securely stored upon 

completing the project on a password-protected hard drive located at my residence. Participant 

data/information will not be retained about an identifiable individual who has withdrawn at any 

time.  

 

Please note that due to the use of group methods during the workshop series, it is not possible to 

keep the identities of the participants anonymous from the researcher, facilitator, or other 

participants.  Participants are asked to respect the confidential nature of the research by not 

sharing names or identifying comments outside of the group without consent from all parties.  

 

We will be using the virtual collaboration tool, Mural, which encrypts all data to maintain 

security. No personal identifiers are used on Mural.  However, anonymized group responses are 

processed and stored in the United States.  Please be advised that its governments, courts, or law 

enforcement and regulatory agencies may be able to obtain disclosure of the data through the 

laws of the United States. 

 

Sharing results 
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In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 

Master of Arts in Health Leadership, I will also be sharing my research findings with the 

Ministry of Health Population and Public Health Division and the Health Innovation Hub.  This 

data will be used to support journal article publication and conference presentations as needed in 

the future.  A final report, including a collectively generated system map outlining strategic 

policy practices and workflow across the division, will be shared with the division, Hub, and all 

participants. 

 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study  

Participants can withdraw at any time during the study.  If participants choose to withdraw at any 

point, they can contact Hilary Gibson-Wood from the Innovation Hub.  Data collected in the 

form of an individual video recording or photographs will be immediately discarded; however, 

data collectively generated throughout the policy studio workshop will remain.  

 

Please note: you are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to 

the email request for participation, you indicate that you have read and understand the 

information above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

 

 

 

Sincerely, 
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Appendix G: Research Participant Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project and have data that you contribute to the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).  

 

 I consent to the audio recording of the PPH DEMN Policy Studio workshops (MS 

Teams) 

 I consent to the video recording of the PPH DEMN Policy Studio workshops (MS 

Teams) 

 I consent to have photographs taken of me during the PPH DEMN Policy Studio 

workshops for the purpose of the final PPH division report, the student's thesis and 

conference presentations, and promotion of the Ministry of Health Innovation Hub 

activities 

 I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the course of the PPH 

DEMN Policy Studio workshops and my anonymized whiteboard entries be included 

in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed  

 I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated [e.g., flipchart notes or 

visuals from a MURAL whiteboard] through my participation in the studio workshops 

to be used in this study 

 I commit to respecting the confidential nature of the PPH Policy Studio workshops by not 

sharing identifying information about the other participants 

 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

 

 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: __________________________________________________________



139 

 

 

Appendix H: Workshop 1 MURAL Board 

Appendix H provides a high-level view of the Mural Board lay-out that supported Workshop 1 in both inquiry threads. The 

intention is not to legibly present the data, but rather outline the general impression and flow of the Mural and qualitative data 

collection methods. 
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Appendix I: MURAL Board Affinity Diagram 

Appendix I provides a high-level view of the Mural Board lay-out of the Affinity Diagram that supported Workshop 2 in both 

inquiry threads. The intention is not to legibly present the data, but rather outline the general impression and flow of the Mural and 

this stage of the collective analysis process. 
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Appendix J: Affinity Diagram and Diagnostic Mapping Process 

 

Each policy studio series will consist of two workshops, the first to collect qualitative data, and the 

second to collectively analyze the data. I plan to use affinity diagraming and diagnostic mapping in the 

second policy studio workshop to facilitate the collective analysis process. These techniques, in 

combination, help to identify the issues, problems, and priorities of the group, as well as insights and 

potential solutions. This process offers a way to collectively make sense of the current state in the PPH 

work environment and generate design ideas that promote a systemic approach to policy development 

across the division. 

 

Affinity Diagramming 

 

The affinity diagramming process involves collecting and sorting anonymized participant ideas and 

quotes generated through brainstorming exercises in the first small-group workshop, on a shared Mural 

board using virtual sticky notes. The sticky notes for the policy analyst group will have been collected in 

one colour in the first session, and the notes from the supervisory staff group will have been generated as 

another colour. This will highlight whether an issue or theme is relevant for only one staff level of the 

division, or both. 

 

These quotes will be organized into general themes on the board, initially by the researcher before 

convening the second workshop. The participants will be invited to further sort and organize through 

facilitated group discussion, using another coloured sticky note to summarize the main issue from each 

group of ideas. 

 

Next, participants will be invited to explore possible connections between thematic groups, linking them 

to create a conceptual map of workflow challenges and issues, based on staff interpretations and 

perspectives. 

 

Figure H1: Sample affinity diagram format on MURAL 
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Note: Figure intended as high-level sample of general structure of affinity diagram to illustrate the process 

rather than outline specific content. 

 

Diagnostic Mapping 

 

From the affinity diagrams, the main issues confronting policy makers in the division will be identified 

and grouped thematically. Diagnostic mapping can be used to further analyze each theme in an abductive 

process that suggests explanations, connections between themes, and possible opportunities and / or 

solutions to address. 

 

Each theme will be examined and discussed in more detail to further articulate the problem, recognize 

causes and consequences, and imagine/explore possible ideas and solutions. Ideas will be built out under 

each of the following headers: Problem (theme), causes, consequences, and ideas/solutions (see Figure 

H2). By building out diagnostic maps, interrelationships between themes and issues start to emerge. By 

tracing and mapping these connection points, the aim of the process is to help find the point of 

intervention and focused opportunities for change. 

 

Figure H2: Sample diagnostic mapping format, content to be built out with research participants

 


