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About me

                                                                                                                            

I am an independent system thinking consultant, who 
has experience working with the NHS, Local 
Authorities, Ministry of Defence, funders, charities, 
voluntary groups and private industry. Whilst I am now 
a consultant, I also have experience of applying 
systems thinking as an internal agent in organisations.  

I am also a Visiting Lecturer at Bayes Business 
School, City University London in Applied Systems 
Thinking and an Associate Lecturer with the Open 
University on their postgraduate courses, Making 
Strategy with Systems Thinking in Practice, Making 
Change with Systems Thinking in Practice and other 
courses in Environmental Management. As such, I 
have deep systems thinking background from an 
experiential and academic perspective.  

Most importantly, I am a passionate advocate for 
encouraging and supporting others to empower 
themselves to apply systems and complexity thinking 
in their own situations. My aim, when working with 
people, is to support them to think differently and build 
the confidence and skills to open up their own 
opportunities.  

I use a very different consultancy approach to a 
‘problem-solution’ approach. I focus on using systems 
and complexity thinking with others to understand the 
situations I am engaging with and to identify potential 
improvements. In addition, I focus on ‘Creating the 
Conditions for Change’ to support enabling the 
improvements that I, and others, wish to make. It may 
be true that we can often only visualise or make 
change when we are backed into a corner, in a 
desperate situation and are seeking a different way. 
However, not all work ecosystems are in state of such 
despair and using insights from the conditions that can 
help us make change can make our workplaces more 
humanity focussed, more inspiring, less stressed, not 
so fuelled by fear and anxiety and more conducive to 
working authentically. 
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Introduction to Creating the Conditions for Change 

Like anything, a venture into systems thinking and 
systems change is a journey. A journey built upon the 
journeys that came before it and one which is the 
springboard for the next stage of potentially multiple 
exciting journeys to come. This is a collection of 
reflections from my work. I am not starting at the 
beginning, though. That information is held elsewhere. 
These reflections are specifically from my approach to 
‘Creating the Conditions for Change’. 

What additional insights did the approach give to my 
systems practice? What did it say about the approach 
I have developed, used and have built upon? What 
might I change? What might I want to look more 
closely at? Did it help me, as a systems practitioner, 
to articulate my thoughts to others? What insights was 
I able to share more easily? 

This is not written as an academic text for those 
looking for evidence of application. Nor is it a 
consultant repository of clients for marketing 
purposes. It is a record of the journey of a systems 
practitioner working professionally to support others, 
undertake work themselves and to further develop 
systems thinking. This is a journey that may be less 
documented, but it is the framing that I find useful for 
reflection and to pass on learning points to other 

systems practitioners and interested parties. It is 
based predominantly on my work with eleven 
different clients over fourteen different 
geographical locations, including one national 
piece of work, over the last two years. I also lightly 
touch upon insights and reflections from work previous 
to the last two years. 

The Approach 

I work with a variety of systems thinking approaches, 
methodologies, models and tools. Creating the 
Conditions for Change is based predominantly on my 
work with Stafford Beer’s Viable System Model. The 
technical elements of the VSM are useful in helping 
me to understand how a system is functioning. The 
other side of the coin to that is my ‘Creating the 
Conditions for Change’ approach, where I have turned 
my work with the VSM into something that focusses 
on what humans do in situations, how they behave, 
what they need, what makes them feel supported and 
what brings the humanity and nourishment back into 
their work ecosystems. I use the approach at multiple 
fractal layers in the system, often concurrently.  

My work has developed gradually from around 2007. 
Creating the Conditions for Change then started to 
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become embedded more permanently in my approach 
in 2011, when I used the viable system model for my 
own professional development as part of an Open 
University course. This opened my eyes to the insights 
that the viable system model can help you to gain, 
demonstrating its versatility. Insights that are often 
overlooked. I soon realised that if I could apply the 
model and its principles and ideas to myself, I could 
use it quite creatively to apply the same thinking to 
teams, departments, services, organisations etc. In 
2019, after using the approach for several years, I 
developed a suite of supporting materials to help 
others use the same approach. These were updated 
again in 2021. They include a Systems Thinking 
Change Wheel, which is a set of prompts and 
questions to be explored, a supporting A4 booklet and 
a set of 120 action cards. The action cards are not 
prescriptive and allow for creativity and contextual 
application. They are the topic areas outlined as you 
move through this narrative.  

Importantly, my materials have been developed from 
my actual experiences. Every time something worked, 
I explored what the humans were doing in the 
situation. When things failed, again, what were the 
humans doing in the situation? I went down rabbit 
holes for months, in some cases years, exploring 
various academic interpretations of words and 

concepts, challenging them and coming to my own 
conclusions about what I thought was happening, 
although these conclusions are not permanent. They 
are ever developing and changing as I bring more 
insights on board.  

The kit 

The insights that are laid out in the following pages are 
based on categories that are included in my approach: 
central elements of purposefully observing, 
purposefully learning and adaptation. How people are 
working together at an operational level, how the work 
is co-ordinated and how co-operation and 
collaboration are supported. How resources are 
allocated and how performance is managed. There is 
a focus on the perversity of performance targets and 
bringing humanity back into the way we work. 
Monitoring, in particular monitoring system health, 
planning for the future and considering governance 
and identity also feature. You will notice these are built 
upon the categories of things that are important, as 
laid out in Stafford Beer’s VSM model. Where Stafford 
Beer contemplated the management of complexity for 
the manager, I contemplated the management of 
complexity for the leader, the system leader, the 
system changer…….the person. There are two key 
infographics in the kit, which are outlined below. 
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Updated from the 2019 infographic 
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Self-organising or self-referencing teams 

For individuals and teams there is a fine balance 
between allowing autonomy and having control. For 
me, this is a key area to explore. I have found that it is 
important for individuals and teams to be able to make 
decisions - within reason - to enable them to respond 
to the complexity they face, without having to 
constantly consult with higher management. Devolved 
decision making, autonomy, authority to act and 
accountability have been key things to consider here. 
It can also be helpful if individuals and teams can 
explore safely and implement appropriate changes, 
within the boundaries of their autonomy.  

One downfall of individuals and teams is that they can 
often end up in competition with each other, which 
sometimes does not help but hinders them. Too often, 
collaboration is not understood as being more 
valuable than competition and yet peer to peer 
collaboration, particularly across traditional 
boundaries, can be a powerful enabler of change. 
What is even more powerful is when two ‘sides’ can 
see areas where each compliment one another. 

My journey exploring how individuals and teams help 
or hinder one another and the extent to which they are 
able to explore and instigate change has been an 
interesting one.  

Exploring purpose 

When I have mentioned exploring purpose to the 
groups I have engaged with, I am often first met with 
bafflement. More often than not, purpose has not been 
iteratively considered and certainly not considered 
from multiple perspectives. This is one area where I 
believe there is scope for opening up minds and ideas. 
It has been the thing that has is less often explored 
and quite challenging to get to grips with. Be that in 
statutory organisations, charities or cross sector 
groups. The reaction continues to be nearly always the 
same.  This has been particularly true when asking 
people to consider their own purpose and if, indeed, it 
is even possible to know what our own purpose or 
something/someone else’s purpose is.  
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Being open and honest, building trust and 
considering feelings 

More often than not, I continue to find that groups find 
it relatively easy to build up an atmosphere of trust. 
The thing that has been key in making this happen has 
been when individuals model certain behaviours 
themselves.  Others soon start to mimic them. 
Modelling behaviours like empathy, care, vulnerability, 
supporting others, allowing failure and not making a 
big deal out of things that do not go perfectly are some 
of the elements that support this trust building. Of 
course, this does not always happen, and it only takes 
one or two in a group to break off from this and a 
fracture in the group can form. It is inevitable that this 
will happen, probably repeatedly. I would not even 
encourage trying to prevent it. It can be healthy for this 
to happen. However, I have found that, more often 
than not, if supportive behaviours continue to be 
modelled, then others start to follow, even if it is just in 
some small way. This has been particularly true in my 
work with NHS organisations, just as it was back in my 
time in pharmaceutical specials manufacturing as I 
was initially developing the approach.  Over the last 
few years, it has started to show itself when supporting 
groups working on systems change. That being said, I 
have found that when this trust is built up in an artificial 
workshop environment, there is no guarantee that it 

will continue beyond that environment. My experience 
to date is that it has continued a lot of the time, but I 
find this way of nurturing those behaviours much more 
risky. For me, it is always more powerful and infectious 
when those behaviours are modelled in context, so 
people can experience how it looks, sounds and feels 
to behave in a more empathetic way, bringing in a 
greater degree of humanity into their day-to-day 
context.  

I have found that it is when this honesty and trust starts 
to build that people themselves start to feel more 
confident in making decisions, when they start to work 
more autonomously and when those in managerial 
positions start to feel more comfortable devolving the 
authority to act to others.  

In groups working on systems change, people started 
to find their voice and use it confidently. They started 
to speak up, write blogs, film vlogs and get to grips 
with social media.  

In systems thinking arenas, people have attended 
conferences, taken speaking slots, spoken on 
podcasts and expressed themselves creatively, in rich 
pictures, poems and the written word. In some cases, 
they have even set up their own businesses. The 
catalyst has often been (but not exclusively) modelling 
behaviours and demonstrating empathy and 
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humanity. A final word of caution, though. The 
relationship of trust can be as delicate as the picture 
below. A delicate bird perched on the end of your 
finger. One wrong move and it can fly away, never to 
return.  

 

Perception and projection 

Jumping into the same arena as trust are perception 
and projection. I have found that whilst trust can build 
and be broken quite quickly, perception and projection 
seem to be consistently at play but with little scrutiny 
or awareness of the dynamic that they bring to a 
situation. I have often heard teams say that they 
understand the notion of multiple perspectives but 
when I ask what dynamic someone’s perception 
brings to the party, that has been a much harder 
question to contemplate. One person with whom I 
have had conversations recently has found that 
understanding more about perception has been a very 
powerful enabler for them. It moved them from a 

frustrating and almost combative interaction with 
someone to a more empathetic understanding that 
allowed them both to move forward. This is not the first 
time it has happened, and I am sure it won’t be the 
last.  

That brings us on to projection. Ah, projection, one of 
my favourite frustrations. Have you ever felt 
misunderstood? Has someone told you that you are 
thinking something that you are not? Or doing 
something for a particular reason but it isn’t true? It 
may be that people are projecting a purpose onto you 
that is created from their own mindset, background 
and reasons they do things, not yours. It is the most 
frustrating thing to be on the receiving end of and 
highly prevalent in many of the situations I have 
engaged with when contemplating Creating the 
Conditions for Change. Exposing it can be a delicate 
process. Do it too aggressively and it can come across 
as defensive. Too weakly and it can be seen as a mild 
attempt without too much meaning. Feedback and 
dealing with this concept can be tricky for those trying 
to build trustful work ecosystems, but certainly not 
impossible. Assertive challenge around a person’s 
thought processes often helps to expose where the 
thinking has come from, bringing it into the open and 
enabling further discussion.  
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Are you creating boundaries to defend and preserve 
yourself? 

One thing I continue to see making the work difficult is 
when people start to create boundaries to defend and 
preserve themselves. This is not always a bad thing. 
There are times when this will absolutely have to 
happen. There are times when it is to be encouraged. 
However, there are also times when it can be 
obstructive and destructive. It can prevent work from 
moving forward and in the worst-case scenarios it can 
destroy progress all together. I have had instances 
where this has happened by well-meaning people 
thinking they were doing the right thing but their lack 
of ability to consider multiple perspectives meant that 
their boundaries hindered rather than helped, and the 
work as a whole suffered.  

In relation to the individual, it very often repeatedly 
prevented them from harnessing their full capacity to 
innovate and create. They remained stuck, an indeed 
happy, in their static span of control.  

There are two cases in particular that immediately 
come to mind. One where an alleged advocate for 
change would only support the changes they, 
themselves, wanted. Their blinkered mindset 
prevented them from seeing potentially huge benefits 
to themselves and others, preferring instead to hang 

onto the control and power they had in the system as 
it currently was. This continues to be a repeating 
pattern in many contexts in which I have worked. The 
other was where a senior leader talked ‘support’ then 
effectively sabotaged the work behind the scenes. 
Yes, sabotage does happen sometimes, even if we do 
not like to talk about it. Again, the preference was for 
power and control, which, in my opinion was an 
illusion. An illusion being fed by a toxic ingestion of 
self-doubt and insecurity. This is also a repeating 
pattern, that I continue to highlight when using my 
approach. 

Watch out for these boundaries to defend and 
preserve. Are you, yourself, putting them in place? If 
so, why? What would it take for you to remove them or 
at least lower the drawbridge? If you are a person 
complaining about them, what could you do differently 
to help others to lower them? These are some of the 
questions I continue to encourage people to consider.  

Building relationships with individuals and teams 
outside of your immediate system  

I continue to see this done very, very well and very, 
very badly. My experiences in my own work in public 
services, before becoming a consultant, was 100% led 
by the relationships I formed cross team and 
organisational boundaries. Indeed, most of the 
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approaches I use nowadays stemmed from those 
experiences. Without those cross functional, cross 
organisational teams, we were going nowhere. I 
cannot understate their importance. They became a 
key element in Creating the Conditions for Change. I 
continue to experience them as being vital for effective 
collaboration, co-creation, co-production and other 
forms of participative working. However, in groups 
who are not used to this way of working it can feel 
alien, intimidating even. They avoid it and yet still talk 
of enabling change or systems change. There is much 
recognition about the participatory nature of others in 
our change efforts. Indeed, one of the courses I tutor 
on is specifically about that. Do not underestimate the 
power of the relationship and the support you can get 
from unexpected allies. I continue to experience it as 
being some of the most powerful support you can get 
in your work ecosystem. We can never assume that 
someone else sees the world as we do. Those outside 
of our immediate context can bring powerful insights 
that we ourselves might never have contemplated.  

Reflective conversations, with others and with 
yourself. 

If I asked you to engage in an authentic reflection 
about yourself, would you know how to do it? Would 
you feel comfortable doing it? I am guessing that most 
people just said, ‘No’. Reflection can be painful but 

making space for reflection and reflective 
conversations with others can help with self-
referencing. Self-referencing continues to be as close 
to self-organisation as most teams I know ever get. I 
do not say that like it is second best. It is an extremely 
powerful skill to embrace. In my work, I do not think I 
see many truly self-organising teams. Self-referencing 
happens sometimes, but it is talked about as if it is 
done much more often that it is actually done. Building 
up an ethos of engaging in reflective conversations, 
challenging positively so that learning is enacted can 
be challenging but it is something I continue to 
encourage people to consider. One large charity I 
know is quite good at self-referencing and have 
become stronger and stronger at it in the time I have 
been working with them. The rewards are duly noted 
by the smiles on their faces and the dropping of their 
shoulders as inner tensions dissolve. It does not have 
to be painful, if it is done in the ethos of support, 
allowing vulnerability and engaging with the authentic 
self.  
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Seek to understand what obstructs, disrupts, delays 
or diverts your work 

Do you and the people you work with know how to 
innovate if you want to? My experience continues to 
be that a lot of people have experiential insight into 
systems. How the dynamics work, how they are 
structured, the resulting culture etc. However, when it 
comes to actually doing something differently, this is 
where they can get stuck. How do they get approval? 
Do they need it? How can they safely try something 
out? What happens if it goes wrong? Where do they 
start?  

This is where insights into systems theory have been 
extremely useful. People have a sense of things but 
often cannot articulate them in terms that make sense 
to others. They do not have the language or 
knowledge about approaches, thinking and/ or 
techniques. I continue to see team after team get stuck 
at this point. In my work in public services, I continue 
to experience people amassing huge amounts of data 
and information but not having the right tools/ 
techniques/ approaches to manipulate the insights into 
something more meaningful than a dataset and a 
graph. I often think that is why people default to using 
data. Because it is the thing they are used to 
analysing. They know common phrases like demand 
management. They know how to look basic statistics. 

Ask them to explore dynamics, viability, adaptability, 
requisite variety and things all start to get a bit blurry. 
Despite being around for many years, concepts such 
as these have not found their way into everyday 
working insights. ‘What, even now? With all of the 
interest in systems thinking?’ Yes, even now. 
Sometimes, I hear the words talked about but even the 
basics are still largely unknown. If only that CEO knew 
just how powerful the law of requisite variety and a 
focus on adaptability could be for them! My journey 
with Creating the Conditions for Change in this space 
continues to be quite challenging. Some years ago, it 
was about opening people up to such concepts for the 
first time. Now, in more recent years, it has definitely 
become about undoing the false information a trendy 
consultancy, wanting more work, has told them and 
exposing people to the real benefits of such ideas. 
This will continue to be treacherous journey, in my 
opinion, filled with falling boulders, bridges with frayed 
rope and missing wooden slats. Full of incorrect 
signposts and hidden dangers. It is a road worth 
travelling though. For the groups I have supported to 
understand these concepts, they have gained a deep 
understanding of what obstructs, disrupts, delays or 
diverts the work. Not only that, but they also have a 
language to talk about it and a way to communicate it 
to others. Some have called the process, ‘cathartic’, 
realising that they are not going crazy. In fact, I have 
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heard this word used on several separate occasions. 
People came to acknowledge that which they were 
experiencing every day has a name. There was a way 
to recognise it, understand it and more importantly, 
articulate it. More often than not, people say to me, 
‘I’ve always known what I wanted to say but didn’t 
know how to say it. I know how to talk about it now!’ A 
little understanding can help to overcome seemingly 
huge hurdles.  

 

 

 

On the topic of language 

That brings us nicely onto the topic of language. I 
started out on this journey believing that we needed to 
dilute systems thinking language. That people would 
only understand us when we did. I then found that as 
I did this, people’s thinking was not shifting. I 
repeatedly experienced people trying to fit what I was 

saying into the same old familiar boxes. The journey 
was slow and painful. However, I realised that using 
technical systems thinking language would shut 
people down also. They felt lost and overwhelmed. So 
where did I go with it next? 

I have experimented with language a lot in my time as 
a systems practitioner and this is where I am today. 
My experience has taught me to first meet people 
where they are. Use language that mimics theirs (in 
the first instance, anyway). If they call something    a 
‘learning set’ then I call it a ‘learning set’. If they call 
something a ’process’ I call it a ‘process’. I meet them 
where they are. This is vitally important to build rapport 
and gain acceptance, which are some of the 
conditions required for learning something new in this 
context. I then start to introduce the difference 
between their understanding of the idea or concept 
and my understanding of it. I slowly show a picture that 
that is understandable to people in the context they 
know. 

The next move I make is to show the power of the 
ideas and concepts I use. When I show the results the 
query, ‘What is this?’  then emerges. So, where people 
might normally follow a format of ‘tell then show’. I 
have learnt to:  

1. Meet people where they are in terms of language  
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2. Show the benefits that different thinking can bring, 
then  

3. Tell when asked, the underlying thinking about the 
approach and why you did what you did. I continue to 
find this process effective. 

I often get asked to tell people about something first. 
Just about every time, doing it that way around just 
does not work. Is it the way I am telling it? I do not think 
so. I say this because of the range of ways and styles 
of sharing I have tried out. Also, I know when others 
‘tell’ the people I work with about something they tend 
to come to me to ask me to demonstrate it to them in 
their context so that they can understand it.  

I am sure this journey around the use of language will 
continue, but this is my current position based on my 
experiences so far.  

 

Attenuation of fear, anxiety and frustration 

Something that has often gone hand in hand in my 
work when meeting people where they are in terms of 
language has been the necessity to reduce fear, 
anxiety and frustration. These things continue to exist 
in all contexts in which I have worked. Indeed, I believe 
they have become more intense in recent years. I 
would not expect it to be any other way. These are 

normal emotions and sometimes can be very positive 
in driving change. However, what I continue to see is 
that they can overcome people in the situation, 
draining their energy and paralysing them. I have seen 
social workers unable to do their work as they want to 
because of fear of being blamed for something, 
operational staff fuelled by frustration at inappropriate 
constraints that hinder them and whole teams trapped 
in a sort of collective anxiety that can be felt the minute 
you walk in a room. When I use Stafford Beer’s viable 
system model to improve work, I look at variety 
attenuation. I might attenuate things like demand. 
When ‘Creating the Conditions for Change’, it is things 
like inappropriately harmful levels of fear, anxiety and 
frustration that require attenuation. This is so 
important that when engaging with groups, I make it 
one of the first conditions to put into motion – how do 
we create psychological safety? How do we reduce 
the fear, even if just for a short while in the first 
instance? How might we, together, form an 
atmosphere that reduces anxiety? Comments I have 
received, particularly from groups working on systems 
change, is that it isn’t just what I tell them about that 
helps them, but the whole manner I use and the 
atmosphere created whilst we go through the process. 
I truly believe in modelling the atmosphere and 
conditions required for authentic work to emerge and I 
also believe that others are infected by that approach 
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and are then more likely to try out that way of being for 
themselves.  

Amplification of confidence and curiosity 

Which brings me on to amplification. As we are 
attenuating fear, anxiety and frustration, my work 
seeks to support amplifying the confidence and 
curiosity of those with whom I am engaging. How do 
we do this? Only people themselves can increase their 
confidence, their curiosity and only they can empower 
themselves. True, but highlighting to people what their 
gifts are, how valuable they are and how forgotten 
about they have become continues to be a great place 
to start. Some of the people I work alongside have 
worked in oppressive working conditions for so long, 
being kept in their box by an insecure manager or 
stuck in structures and processes that do not support 
creativity that they have forgotten to recognise the 
skills they have. Their passions have become muted, 
hidden away like a hermit crab in a shell. When you 
come across people in your working context, do you 
ever first say to them, ‘What gifts do you have, 
especially those that are largely hidden from your work 
colleagues?’ I very much doubt it. It does not seem to 
be common practice. Yet, when I do exercises with 
people to expose hidden gifts, I see artists, poets, 
singers, people who can see systems at multiple 

levels, writers. The list is endless. Try it. I bet you get 
some surprises.  

Peer to peer coaching 

In my approach, I continue to advocate for peer-to-
peer coaching. This is something that came from back 
in my days in pharmaceutical specials manufacturing. 
I, and other, operational managers peer coached each 
other all of the time. Of course, back then, in our 20s, 
I did not know that was what we were doing. In our 
operational roles, we came together briefly three times 
a day. Yes, our meetings were focussed on how we 
would manage the work and they were also focussed 
on helping each other through the punishing and 
sometimes personal challenges we had. Be they 
linked to staffing or the work or both. We supported 
and guided each other, recognised and nurtured each 
other’s skills and we always had each other’s back. 
We knew that if things were going pear shaped, 
showing our vulnerability was fine. We never got 
ridicule, we got help and support, guidance and 
usually a coffee or a good night out from it. We were, 
and still are 30+ years later, friends. I have never 
forgotten those times and as I work with groups my 
wish for them continues to be that they are 
encouraged to learn and grow in a similarly supportive 
atmosphere.  
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It has continued to be important for the groups I have 
worked with to not be dependent upon me but to peer 
coach each other. Two people I currently work with, 
who are doing significant work on systems change, 
peer to peer coach each other very well. I have seen 
them grow significantly because of it. Outside of the 
trendy flag flying initiatives by others, they are putting 
down a solid foundation upon which to grow 
themselves and others. Don’t hate, nurture. Don’t 
negatively challenge, support and understand. It 
sounds simple but every time, it still seems to go a long 
way.  

Have the people developed adaptive behaviours? 

But, have the people involved in the work developed 
adaptive behaviours? Do they do things like co-
operate to manage a range of resources available to 
them? Generally, I continue to find that at an 
operational level, yes, they do. This co-operation has 
turned into (often informal) reciprocation strategies. 
You scratch my back, I scratch yours. My time a 
number of years ago, working as a commissioner in 
the NHS and across organisational and geographic 
boundaries was particularly abundant with this kind of 
behaviour, which was one of the reasons I considered 
it for inclusion in my approach. What I continue to find, 
though, is that the adaptive behaviours become a little 
less co-operative and more competitive in those 

working at a high level in an organisation on strategy. 
Do people build deliberate reciprocation strategies into 
their strategy? Not usually. Do they reward for 
collaboration, co-operation and sharing? Not usually. 
This is something I have blogged about extensively in 
the past. When people work strategically, they are 
often so narrowly focussed on their own strategy for 
their own organisation that the benefits and 
opportunities that could arise from collaboration and 
co-operation with others is often missed. You might 
think I am being harsh here. Don’t organisations say 
they will collaborate with partners? Particularly public 
service organisations? Aren’t the NHS and Local 
Authorities combining into one entity in places? Well, 
yes, I do see their strategies include these things. I see 
organisations combining and teams co-locating. 
However, what they say they do and what they really 
do have often been two different things. I have come 
across two teams that were ‘integrated’ ten years 
previously and still called themselves by their original 
names, talked about each other as different teams and 
used completely different processes, depending upon 
which team they originally came from. I have seen 
NHS and Local Authority teams co-locate but rarely 
ever speak to one another, even when they sit literally 
two to three desks apart.  
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When considering this condition for change, I continue 
to be realistic about what is possible and how long it 
might take. It can often take people a long time to 
change. I see more talking about it than I see doing it. 
That said, I have seen some good examples of 
collaboration, co-operation and reciprocation. I think 
what you see, in terms of this condition for change, 
depends on up the lens through which you are looking 
at it. What happens when you have no vested interest 
in the result? It is when this lens is used that another 
layer of information about the situation is often seen. It 
is starting to happen. It is quite prevalent operationally 
and there is still a long way to go. 

Confidence in making decisions 

What about people’s confidence to make decisions? 
Has that improved when we have been ‘Creating the 
Conditions for Change’? I have to say, absolutely, 
‘yes’. I have seen many people build their confidence 
to make decisions during the time I have been working 
alongside them. I have seen people challenge 
standard ways of working that do not work, question 
managers about stale and outdates practices. I have 
seen people believe in their own instincts and make 
decisions with sound rationale behind them. This 
seems to go hand in hand with general confidence and 
belief in oneself, which has come from conditions that 
they and colleagues have created.  

Have any learning networks emerged? 

Developing learning networks myself and engaging 
with others who are developing informal and formal 
learning networks has been a really interesting journey 
for me. All of a sudden, the concept of Communities of 
Practice in particular has boomed. Teams I have 
worked with recently have tried very hard to 
understand them and engage with the concept as a 
means to enable more systemic change. They are well 
intentioned and determined. I am interested to see 
how this will play out in a few years’ time. Whether it 
has grown into an effective means of learning for them 
or whether it has died off as a ‘fad’. We shall wait and 
see. 

What I have been particularly interested in are the 
informal learning networks. The ones that have 
emerged and are effective before anyone even 
realises what they are. I have seen these informal 
networks frequently. I have purposefully refrained from 
labelling them in any way. What I have often found is 
that if the spotlight stays off them, they continue to 
nurture and grow those who are involved. If and when 
they become formalised, the people do still seem to 
grow but the nurturing appears to reduce. This is an 
area I will continue to observe. My general feeling at 
the moment is that when groups become large, many 
facets of competitive power and control can be 
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evident. This is not always the case and I continue to 
observe small groups, organisations, cross sector 
groups, communities of practice and global groups 
with interest. 

Dealing with complexity in the right places? 

Through all of this, have I seen the people and 
organisations deal with complexity in the right places? 
I have to say that generally, a lot of complexity is dealt 
with by passing it around like a hot potato still. Service 
referrals are rejected without reasonable explanation. 
People are excluded from services by what feels like 
unrealistic thresholds etc. In some cases, people in 
need of support are rejected. Of course, this is not 
always the case and there are as many instances of 
innovative practices that are too wide and varied to 
include in this small narrative. We do, however, still 
have the same structures of institutionalised racism, 
patriarchy, misogyny, classism etc at play in our 
country. In fact, my own personal fear on this topic is 
that because of the atmosphere our current 
Government is creating, these things may well be 
getting worse. This is too big a topic to tackle here, so 
I am going to say that my experiences in this area have 
been variable. Some groups and organisations are 
learning how to deal with complexity where it is most 
effectively dealt with but again, this is an area where 
there is lots of scope for improvement.  

One thing to add here is that the systems change 
groups I have engaged with are very aware that they 
need to deal with their own complexity, including their 
inner complexity. One member of a group purposefully 
shifted to accepting their unique self during the work. I 
think this was one of the most powerful moments I 
have experienced on the programmes. As a result, 
much of my focus going forward with the approach will 
be centred on our own inner peace with ourselves and 
acceptance of who we are, as we are. I believe this is 
a key enabler of a different way of being and thinking 
and it will feature very strongly going forward. 
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Co-ordinating, collaborating and effective system coherence 

We move on now to the area of co-ordinating the work, 
which, for me, is two-fold. There is one element about 
creating the internal system coherence spoken about 
in the last section and there is another element about 
collaborating, supporting community, creating 
networks of relationships and supporting things like 
co-production as an ongoing relationship, rather than 
a one-off workshop or event.  

It was exploring these things in my work when I went 
down a rabbit hole for 18 months scrutinising the 
meaning of the words, ‘information’ and ‘collaboration’. 
My exploration encouraged me to come up with two 
areas of focus, ‘interactions channels’ and 
‘relationship enablers’. 

Interaction channels and relationship enablers 

There was so much pain when exploring this area. By 
pain, I meant mental anguish. I went off believing I 
would discover one thing and I ended up discovering 
something different. I wanted to believe that if people 
had information in real time, it would really make a 
difference. Sometimes it does and I will come onto this 
next. However, often people would tell me, ‘We 
haven’t been told about that’, ‘I don’t know anything 
about that’ or ‘We don’t have that information’. Every 

single time, I knew they had been told, did know and 
did have the information to hand. On many occasions, 
having never worked with the team before, I was able 
to locate the information on their computer system, 
sometimes in minutes. I went back over 10 years of 
my work with teams and organisations to explore this 
phenomenon further. I drew heavily on an example of 
working on hospital discharge, a large and messy area 
of work. I discovered time and time again that it was 
only when people made meaning of the information 
exchange, had built some kind of understanding and 
reciprocal relationship with one another and when they 
had an open channel of interaction that effective 
communication happened. Communication that 
enabled those involved to check if the message being 
sent had been understood and acted upon as intended 
and a feedback loop, informing of whether any action 
taken had worked or not had been created. This was 
when really, really good, effective conditions for 
change started to build up. In fact, I did a very 
successful piece of work that focussed heavily on this, 
and the outcomes were clear to see. Delayed 
discharge figures at below national and regional 
average for three years. I considered this topic area 
when working on urgent care and emergency 
planning. When working on whole system escalation 



21 
@PaulineRoberts2022 

processes that we enabled to work effectively, rather 
than being a token gesture. Meaning, relationships 
and ways to interact have been powerful enablers of 
the Conditions for Change. I made powerful and 
effective change by really working through something 
that people thought ‘just happened’. It doesn’t. You 
have to really work at it. However, the rewards are 
more than worth the hard work.  These things are not 
new. They have been written about many times 
before. I had to experience it first hand, though. I did 
experience it and it was why these things became so 
prominent in my approach. 

What I have found more recently is that this area of 
Creating the Conditions for Change was easier in the 
cross organisational and cross regional work that I did 
in public services than it seems to be in world of 
charities working together. Battling for money from the 
same commissioning pots, perverse commissioning 
and procurement processes are barriers to effective 
co-ordination. Imagine the potential for change if they 
weren’t! The difference between them and the larger 
public service organisations is that if they compete, 
they survive. Collaborate, and they might not. If a 
larger public service organisation collaborates well, 
they get to survive and sometimes, some of their pain 
is taken away or eased. 

Whatever level of the system I am dealing with – the 
individual, the team, the service or department or 
looking at the organisation, interaction channels 
(mechanisms which enable interaction) and 
relationship enablers (things that enable a 
relationships to be formed between multiple players) 
continue to be vitally important and a key enabler of 
effective work and change.  

Having open access to information for relevant people 
in the system 

I must also say a little more about access to real-time 
information. How can people work effectively without 
being able to access the information required to do the 
work? Working blind helps no-one. Big corporate 
companies and smaller business alike still often do not 
understand the potential behind people being able to 
access information to inform how they do their jobs. By 
that I mean information that is displayed in a way that 
they can understand. The NHS and Local Authorities 
have some excellent access to information. The 
geographical areas I have seen working best together 
make good use of this information, sharing it widely in 
a clear and understandable format. The areas who 
work less effectively together struggle in this area. 
Some have not known how to access the systems to 
retrieve the information and once they have accessed 
it, they have been unsure how to interpret and use it.  
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My experiences are that use of appropriate and useful 
information is variable across the board. It ranges from 
excellent to very poor and continues to be an area 
where improvements can help to Create the 
Conditions for Change.  

Is the information being created capable of bringing 
new life, or just confirming what already is? 

Tying into what I have said above, this question is 
always an interesting one. If we are to make change 
then confirming what already is can help us. However, 
when we use information to bring new life to our 
systems, it has very often been a powerful enabler of 
change. This has been particularly true when 
information from outside of the system has been 
brought into the system, especially if it has come from 
a perspective that is completely different to the people 
working in the system. I continue to believe that if 
information being created or introduced is not bringing 
new life then some vital potential is being missed out 
on.  

Using stories as benchmarks for how you are doing 
and share them 

We have shared our stories of success. We have 
shared our stories of despair and turmoil. We have 
shared our stories of failure. I have engaged with 
people whose profession is storytelling and learnt from 

their wisdom and kindness. We all love a story. We 
can relate to stories. But do we ever praise or reward 
people in our organisations for being good 
storytellers? Rarely, I would say. A good storyteller 
can get powerful messages across to lots of people in 
a very short space of time and they can make those 
messages memorable. 

I worked for the Blood Service in the past. It was one 
of the most professional and inspiring workplaces I 
have ever had the pleasure of working. In my 
induction, with a group of other ‘newbies’ we were told 
we were going to hear about how an organ donation 
nurse does her job. What we heard was something I 
never expected. A powerful and touching story that 
conveyed every important element of her work, 
concisely and powerfully in under 5 minutes. The story 
hit our hearts like an arrow. It touched us on an 
emotional level such that we could relate to every 
ounce of its meaning. Even today, many years later, I 
cannot tell anyone the story without shedding tears. 
Even now, as I write this text, my eyes are blurred as 
the emotions are once again stirred. I will never ever 
forget the story and how I felt as it was being told. This 
was an organisation and a very special person who did 
recognise the skill of the storyteller.  

Since then, I have seen storytelling used in many 
arenas. They help us to think differently, to connect on 
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a different level and it continues to be an important 
addition to the Creating the Conditions for Change 
approach.  

Co-production is a relationship, not a workshop 

My experience of co-production has largely been one 
off workshops labelled as co-production. I find these 
useful but more often than not, I see the results of the 
workshops not used to the full of their potential. For 
me and the Creating the Conditions for Change 
approach, things like co-production need to be 
ongoing relationships where people are embedded in 
the process of innovating and creating new things. I do 
see this happening in the place-based systems 
change work I engage with. When it comes to larger 
corporate organisations, I have seen many more one-
off workshops. People are curious about forming the 
longer-term relationships, but I feel there is still quite a 
long way to go in this arena.  

Building alliances 

This brings me nicely onto the topic of building 
alliances. I often work with groups who are considering 
forming alliances or who are curious about what 
forming an alliance might mean for them. The 
alliances do not have to be formal alliances. I have 
found that informal alliances are very powerful. 
Groups and individuals who have agreed to help each 

other out and relationships built on trust have 
emerged, particularly between those who are 
focussed on systems change.  The realisation of how 
difficult it is to make change alone might be a 
contributing factor here. Nevertheless, I have found 
that the alliances have formed willingly and sometimes 
unconsciously.  

However, I have also had an experience with a formal 
alliance. On the surface all looked well, but behind the 
scenes bitter infighting was revealed and a quest for 
power and control was still at play.  

Do you form strategies and contracts that encourage 
collaboration? 

I talked about this is the last section. But this condition 
for change on a more formal footing can give a 
powerful steer to the work. How many organisations 
that you know build formal collaboration into their 
strategies? Do they recognise it as something 
worthwhile? Many do not. In fact, they tend to see 
collaboration as something to be avoided in case it 
disadvantages their organisation in some way. The 
power of collaboration goes unrecognised in many 
organisations and groups I work with, although not all. 

I must also mention public service commissioning 
here. The way services are commissioned sometimes 
assumes that organisations they award work to will 
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work in collaboration with others. In fact, many of 
those they expect to collaborate will be competitors. 
They are competitors because they are forced to bid 
for the same pots of money, often from the 
commissioners who expect them to collaborate. It can 
and has caused many toxic relationships and I have 
seen it be a big driver of stress to those involved. 
Having worked as a commissioner myself in the past, 
I know the constraints of making change here. 
However, I do believe that there are ways to 
commission differently, to take risks and make bold 
moves that would help those in geographical areas to 
work more collaboratively together, without the 
perverse incentive to compete so they have evidence 
to support future bids. Commissioners working more 
wisely to support collaboration would go some way to 
help Creating the Conditions for Change, in my 
opinion.  

Build in mechanisms to enable reflective 
conversations, positive challenge and learning 
throughout the system 

Part of the issues I come across where teams or 
groups struggle to make change is because there are 
few, if any, means to enable reflective conversations 
that might allow positive challenge and learning. I 
mentioned this in the last section and here we are 
focussing on how the mechanisms that support 

reflective conversations can be created.  Having 
reflective conversations is not easy, rarely considered 
as necessary and expected just to ‘happen’.  

A national charity I work with are very good at 
reflective conversations. I think this is partly because 
reflective conversations are part of the nature of the 
work they do. They are open and honest with each 
other, allow vulnerability and are open to learning. This 
is encouraged and supported in the organisation. 

In other arenas these conversations are not as 
supported and when instigated they can be met with 
suspicion. When this happens, it tells me what kind of 
atmosphere the people are used to working in. I have 
had instances where it has indicated to me that there 
may be a culture of fear and blame at play. This has 
been proven to be true when I have explored further. I 
experienced teams giving displays of caution around 
what was being said or admitted between them and 
toxic positivity was at play. These, to me, are red flags 
- clear warnings of something potentially toxic that 
needs further exploration.  

Do your structures facilitate or interfere? 

Exploration into mechanisms for reflective 
conversations nearly always leads to examining the 
structures in the organisations or cross organisational 
groups I am engaging with. I often find that it is the 
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structures, policies, procedures and strategies that are 
driving the culture. They interfere with creating 
effective conditions for change, instead of facilitating 
effective conditions for change. I continue to believe 
that this is a key area to explore. I look to see if the 
structures in which people are working enable the 
ability to work collaboratively and support learning or 
whether they hinder it. This is where some of the 
counter intuitive elements of systems thinking come 
into play.  

One example of this was when an organisation 
tightened up on autonomy, reducing it to keep a 
process under control, discipling staff who veered from 
the process, even when it had been for the most 
positive and necessary reason. The tighter the 
controls, the more they hindered the process, rather 
than helped. Letting go and giving more slack in the 
ropes is not the most intuitive act when responding to 
things not working well and yet it can be a huge 
enabler of positive change. Examples in this area are 
many but too sensitive to write about here. 

Learn to spot patterns of recurring system behaviour 

Observation is a key central element in the Creating 
the Conditions for Change approach. There are two 
elements to consider here. One is that of ‘system 

blindness’ and the other is that of not understanding 
what you are seeing.  

Let’s start with not understanding what you are seeing. 
Over and over again, I work with people who 
understand that things are not going well in a situation. 
They know a pattern is occurring but often default to 
blaming or criticising others, thinking they are the 
reason for the situation being as it is. It is easy, isn’t it, 
to blame others? I continue to see people blamed for 
failure in a system that is absolutely not their fault. 
They just happen to be in the firing line. A skill I work 
with people on is spotting patterns of system 
behaviour - what might be causing it? We move away 
from blame to insight and understanding. This is one 
of the key skills for this approach. They are skills that 
are eye wateringly rare. Once I open people to seeing 
things differently, I see their stress almost physically 
dissolving away from them. ‘I’m not to blame!’ are 
words I hear often. ‘Now I know what’s happening and 
it's obvious! Why didn’t I see it before?’ These skills 
can bring so much understanding and so much relief 
that I have made it central to the approach and work 
very heavily with people around this element. 

In addition, we are humans and suffer from ‘system 
blindness’. We stop seeing the water we are 
swimming around in. My work, particularly over the 
last 5-6 years, has been about helping people to 
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understand their humanness. We don’t see things, we 
miss things, we misinterpret things, we make 
assumptions. Our assumptions and reactions are 
razor sharp and lightning quick……and can cause 
complete havoc! This is a central theme in the 
Creating the Conditions for Change approach – how 
we deal with our own humanness that makes us 
default to behaviours that might be hindering us.  

Get out from behind the computer and have a look 

A behaviour I see very often is that of getting stuck 
behind our computer screens. I cannot tell you how 
many times I hear, ‘Computer says….’. I have seen 
examples of staff sitting looking at a screen for hours, 
not actually doing much and then complaining that 
they cannot get out from behind the computer. They 
have full autonomy to get out from behind the 
computer, but a habit has formed and they choose 
instead to sit staring at the screen.  

I have also seen examples where two teams would not 
communicate with each other, despite being in the 

next room from one another, because one of them had 
not written something correctly in the computer 
system. Correcting it meant walking to the next room 
and having a conversation, but they stubbornly would 
not do it. This might sound like a funny example, but a 
person was waiting to be seen by one of these teams. 
They sat and sat and sat………whilst the teams sat 
stubbornly behind their computers. 

I will always encourage people to get out from behind 
their screens and look at what is really happening. 
Your computer screen only gives a partial view. 
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Delivery – resource bargaining and managing performance 

This area of focus is about supporting the internal 
system to work effectively. It is a management 
function. However, when considering leadership and 
systems leadership, I have found that it is not just 
about allocating resource and managing performance. 
We have been going much further than that. We have 
made it specifically about how we do those things 
whilst also bringing humanity and balance back into 
our daily work and working relationships.  

Meaningful work is ever more essential nowadays. 
People want balance. They want wellness. They want 
to work in a trustful environment. Burnout is no good 
for anyone, the individual nor the organisation. 
Meaningless target chasing is just 
that….meaningless. For me, this area of focus has 
been about supporting teams to compliment and 
support one another to enhance overall performance, 
measuring the right things and modelling the language 
and behaviours that enable reciprocal and supportive 
work.   

Ensure people doing the work are involved in 
decisions about how things work 

It sounds obvious, doesn’t it? However, in my 
experiences the people doing the work sometimes do 

not have any input into how the work works. As a 
result, they tend to feel coerced into doing things in a 
particular way, which often leads to disengagement. 
What I have seen frequently is that people detach 
themselves from any ownership of the processes in 
which they work and when things go wrong, we hear, 
‘I told you it wouldn’t work’. Of course, it is not always 
possible or appropriate to include everyone in 
decisions, but in some cases, it can help with 
ownership and indeed, with making improvements. 
The people involved in the work know the nuances 
and places to gain leverage like the back of their 
hands.  

Once decisions have been made, gain commitment 
to their implementation and agree what performance 
can be expected 

I have found that if people are involved in decisions 
about how things work then it becomes easier to gain 
some commitment to implementing decisions and 
agreeing what level of performance can be expected. 
It is, however, fairly rare in my work that I come across 
performance levels being negotiated. To date, I still 
predominantly see them being dictated. This is a 
shame as it can lead to unrealistic expectations and 
as I have witnessed many times, burnout. 
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Allow people’s professional values to be reflected in 
their work 

On the topic of burnout, one thing I have regularly seen 
contributing to burnout is a deep level of frustration 
that arises when people’s professional values are not 
being allowed to be reflected in their work. When the 
values of the organisation and the person are 
misaligned, it causes nothing short of great distress. I 
have seen this often with groups such as Social 
Workers. Funding has been cut to the bare minimum. 
They cannot provide what they know people need and 
it causes them massive upset. If professional values 
cannot be reflected in the work, then you have a 
problem. I have seen this impact in multiple 
organisations and groups I have worked with. Always 
the same impact – anxiety, frustration and often 
burnout. There is no humanity in this. If the people who 
work for you cannot demonstrate their professional 
values in their work, what are you going to do about it? 
If you are in an organisation/ profession where you 
cannot demonstrate your professional values, what 
are you going to do about it? Do not just do nothing. I 
have seen the impacts of that, and it is not pretty.  

 

 

 

Encourage individual autonomy and accountability 

Accountability comes with autonomy to act and make 
decisions. If people are feeling coerced and/or are not 
reflecting their own values in their work, I have found 
they are much less likely to want autonomy and 
accountability. They shy away from it, already dealing 
with the daily emotional burden of not being able to 
work authentically. My work has indicated that small 
changes that enable inclusion and a sense of being 
listened to can go a long way to making a difference 
here.  

Instigate different models of power and control 

This brings me into the topic of power and control. 
There is so much that could be included here but there 
is not the space to include it all. One thing I can say 
that I have realised over time is that if someone is 
holding onto power inappropriately, do not fight it. You 
will just end up in an eternal battle of the wills. Instead, 
turn it into something else. They are often feeling 
vulnerable and I have found that working out why and 
working with that is an effective way forward.  

I have also found re-framing situations extremely 
powerful here. So simple, yet so transformational.  I 
have found that if people have the skill to re-frame a 
situation, they can start to contemplate a much wider 
range of alternatives. For example, devolved 
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autonomy not being framed as ‘giving power away’ but 
as being an enabler to more authentic working for all 
involved. Loosening control in protocols 
(appropriately) not being seen as losing control over a 
process but as enabling flexibility to make decisions in 
the event of ‘unusual’ situations and therefore 
enhancing viability. This can be counter-intuitive, so 
you often have to try it to believe it.  

If there has been conflict, and there very often has 
been, engaging in exploratory conversations and 
facilitating participation and listening have been 
useful. Some people go into this with gritted teeth but 
do often come out of it with at least some wider sense 
of what might be possible. Indeed, it has also brought 
out what is not possible, even when previously 
claimed otherwise.  

Support others who are keen to empower themselves 

I have found that when people do want to empower 
themselves, an effective strategy is to get out of their 
way and let them run with it. Particularly in place-
based systems change, standing back has seen 
people building capacity and capabilities that I could 
never have imagined. Sometimes, you just have to get 
out of their way. 

 

Do not micro-manage. Instead, be the destroyer of 
barriers and the motivator for change 

If you are a manager in these kinds of scenarios then 
I would say there is a place for you, but not in the 
sense of a ‘traditional’ manager. There is a place to be 
the destroyer of barriers and the motivator for change. 
Some of the best systems thinking work I ever did was 
when working for a Director who only ever came into 
my work when I asked him to ‘destroy a barrier’ for me. 
Something I was unable to get past alone. I asked, he 
did, and I delivered his objectives. Once the barrier 
was removed, he remained hands off until I asked for 
his support again. The concept of the manager as the 
destroyer of barriers has always stuck with me and 
remains as an important element of Creating the 
Conditions for Change. It is good to remember here 
also, that sometimes those barriers reside within us. 

Push people out of their comfort zone in a supportive 
way 

Another thing that Director did for me was to push me 
out of my comfort zone and yet I always knew there 
was a safety net. I could explore and experiment and 
he would always have my back. I have seen the 
opposite happening in some of the organisations I 
have worked with. I have seen people encouraged to 
step out of their comfort zone, only to be reprimanded 
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or ridiculed when things have not gone to plan. This is 
not a humane way to work and I wish I did not keep 
seeing it, but I do, unfortunately. Allowing people to fail 
without punishment (within reason) is still relatively 
rare. Where it has worked, I have noticed that leading 
by example, by demonstrating supportive behaviours 
and using encouraging language can be all that is 
required for those stepping out into the unknown.  

Identify where there is confusion/ conflict/ disruption 

People have then tended to recognise that areas of 
confusion/ conflict/ disruption are potential places of 
intervention. They have seen the need to do 
something differently and with autonomy and backing 
they have been able to monopolise on the arising 
opportunities. For example, the support worker who 
went off and redesigned confusing referral paperwork. 
The commissioners who, along with clinicians, 
redesigned pathways and Local Authority officers who 
moved forward with new initiatives to income 
generate.  

Change the nature of the relationships 

In all of this, we are changing the nature of the 
relationships. They are changing from competitive to 
collaborative, hierarchical to supportive, from 
manager/ subordinate to colleague/ colleague. Our 
framing and perception of each other starts to change.  

Instigate and implement new structural designs to 
support collaboration 

Sometimes, it might take new structures to enable 
collaboration. I have seen much flattening of 
hierarchical structures in my time, and I believe a more 
network orientated way of working is starting to 
emerge in some arenas, particularly linked to place-
based systems change. 

Develop ways of appraising that praise for sharing, 
enabling, collaborating, coaching and demonstrating 
leadership in a collaborative context 

We are still largely operating within processes that 
appraise people for hitting targets and the needs of the 
individual organisation. I challenge all places to 
develop ways of appraising people that include 
positive recognition for things like sharing, 
collaborating and coaching others. I have not seen 
them creep in as the norm yet, so there is still a long 
way to go. Unless we encourage the right habits, how 
can we expect them to form and stick.  

Develop purposeful strategies of reciprocation 

We can also form purposeful strategies of 
reciprocation. I worked with two teams in particular 
who were 100% committed to negative competition 
with each other. They refused to share information, 
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would not give insights about processes to each other 
and the language used by the people in the teams 
were things like, ‘We aren’t letting them get ahead of 
us’ ‘Oh, its always about them, what about us?’ It 
verged on combative and thankfully, this level of 
competition has been fairly rare in the organisations 
and groups I have worked with. There is, however, a 
great prevalence of lower-level competition and 
jealousy. This often comes through in passive 
aggressive behaviours. It can often be bullying. Sadly, 
it is still very prevalent and I believe some level of 
insecurity or lack of fulfilment may be at play. If you 
manage teams that behave like this, there is an 
opportunity to develop purposeful strategies of 
reciprocation between the teams. If you belong in 
teams like this, there is an opportunity for you to form 
informal reciprocations with others. This is not 
exclusively team to team either. It is equally applicable 
organisation to organisation. 

Focus on effectiveness, not just efficiency 

There are lots of things we can do to bring the 
humanity back into our work, whilst allocating the 
resources we need and considering the performance 
we expect in return. In Creating the Conditions for 
Change it is more about effectiveness than just a 
narrow focus on efficiency. Focussing on 
effectiveness can often bring about efficiencies you 

never thought of, from places you never imagined. A 
lot of things you can do to enable effectiveness cost 
nothing and are some of the most overlooked ways of 
making change and improvement. When I have made 
improvements, I have rarely needed a budget to 
achieve the change. I have just focussed on improving 
effectiveness. 

Develop ways for the system to be a better observer 
of itself 

You will have gathered by now that learning to observe 
is key in Creating the Conditions for Change. How do 
we make the system a better observer of itself? By 
making the invisible, visible. By exposing the missing 
feedback loops. By creating a culture of collaboration, 
of accessible information, of sharing thoughts and 
ideas. By creating habits that mean people do 
something about that which isn’t working, rather than 
leaving it to someone else. By making sure people 
know how to innovate if they need to and they have 
ways of trying new things out, to see if they work 
better. I have found it is also important to bring new 
views and perspectives into the work, to keep thinking 
fresh. The perspectives and insights I continue to love 
the most are the ones that come from outside of the 
normal context of the work. Applying innovative ideas 
from elsewhere. For example, the self-regulation ideas 
from an FBI agent, the body language tips that help us 
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understand others better and the ideas and thoughts 
from other cultures. These remain to be my favourite 
additions to the work. 

Build competencies in holding exploratory 
conversations, facilitating participation, conflict 
resolution and reflective practices 

I continue to meet many people who have not been 
used to undertaking exploratory conversations. They 
had never facilitated anyone else’s participation and  
did not know how to deal with conflict.  In Creating the 
Conditions for Change we have been giving these 
things the space they rightly deserve. We have not 
overlooked them or thought them trivial. They are key, 
front and centre skills to be developed and used to the 
full. I work with a lot of groups around holding different 
kinds of conversations, facilitating in an informal and 
formal capacity and how not to get triggered when 
once again, your colleague is making your 
temperature rise. However, in some organisations I 
work with, these things are overlooked, seen as 
insignificant and not given airtime. This is not true of 
all organisations I have worked with. Some are 
excellent at training and supporting skill development 
in these things. The place where it comes unstuck is 
not giving the time and space for them to become 
embedded as everyday skills that are encouraged and 
nurtured. One off workshops and training are helpful 

but not enough. In context modelling of the habits and 
behaviours can infect others who then start to copy. 
This is when I have found this element of the approach 
to really get traction.  

All of the things we have talked about in this section 
so far, could be a whole narrative of their own and yet 
they can easily be overlooked, because they are not 
linked to a key performance indicator or target of the 
organisation. How we account for their effectiveness 
is dealt with in the next section on monitoring.  

Recognise making meaning as a powerful motivator 

There are two more things to briefly touch upon in this 
section. One of those is the ideas of making meaning 
of something with others. In the second section on co-
ordination, I mentioned making meaning as part of a 
communication loop. I have kept it as an element in 
my approach because repeatedly, I find that several 
people may have made meaning of something 
completely differently. It has led to confusion, differing 
expectation and very often, conflict. All because there 
was no conversation about the meaning of something 
or some action. It is something I continue to check 
when I am working with groups of people – how have 
they made meaning of something? And how has their 
colleague made meaning of the same thing? Where 
are the similarities? Where are the discrepancies? 
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You would be surprised at what you can sort out when 
instigating a conversation about how people have 
made meaning of something.  

Instigate peer to peer performance meetings/ reviews 

Lastly in this section is the notion of holding each other 
to account. Not in a formal way, but by peer so peer 
sharing and reflecting on performance. I brought this 
into Creating the Conditions for Change from my days 
in pharmaceutical specials manufacturing. We 
reviewed each other peer to peer. It was never 
intimidating, it was helpful. It was not nit-picking or 
tripping each other up, it was looking for things that 
might trip any of us up and helping each other to deal 
with those things. It was about sharing ideas and 
helping anyone who was falling behind. We had these 
meetings on an informal basis but my advice when 
running them more formally would be to have a rolling 
host/ facilitator to prevent anyone monopolising and 
gaining power.  
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Monitoring – undertaking system health checks

Here is where it gets really interesting in Creating the 
Conditions for Change. You might always have 
performance management and targets in your working 
life. It might be too difficult to get rid of them. You might 
not want to get rid of them. But they rarely tell you how 
healthy your work ecosystem is. Therefore, there is a 
section in Creating the Conditions for Change that 
focusses on undertaking system health checks. We 
look for signs of effective system characteristics. We 
also look for congruence between the system and its 
alleged vision.  

Monitor the ability to adapt, flex, pivot, enable change 
and respond to a changing environment 

These things are important systems characteristic that 
I have found are rarely seen as such. That is not to say 
there isn’t any focus on them. It is just that it is not 
usually made explicit or given any perceived 
importance.  

I have witnessed flexing and responding to change as 
quite natural operational level responses when 
working with public service organisations. There is 
rarely a way to capture this as a recognised positive 
response/ skill though. Team leaders, service 
managers and others managing teams are often 

grateful to their teams for their flexibility, but this praise 
is much less often reflected in official appraisal 
systems.  

At a more tactical and strategic level, I have witnessed 
having a focus on adaptability and being able to flex 
and pivot as much more challenging for those 
involved. The focus on organisation specific objectives 
and performance is usually much stronger. There 
seems to often be an either/ or type of relationship 
between the two ideas – organisational performance 
and objectives v ability to adapt, flex and respond to 
the environment, when, in my perspective, they should 
be complimentary concepts, each supporting the 
other. What is seen as important to focus on is often 
driven by traditional ideas of what is important, which 
often links to performance only. 

Monitor the system’s ability to reciprocate 

As previously mentioned, the ability to reciprocate is 
seen as even less of a strategic benefit. Some realise 
it is important but entering into a reciprocal relationship 
is unchartered waters for many and it is not an easy 
journey. Trust has a large part to play and building up 
a mutual relationship of trust is not the easiest of things 
to do. I have had a number of instances where 
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discussing the potential for reciprocation has exposed 
that both teams and organisations do not really want 
to reciprocate with each other, despite openly saying 
they do. The positive element of this is that it draws a 
boundary around the possible/ impossible and makes 
it explicit, rather than continuing a pretence that 
prevented any kind of movement or change.  

Are structures facilitating or interfering? 

That brings me nicely onto looking at whether 
structures are facilitating or interfering. We all know 
the downsides of hierarchies, but I have seen some 
downsides of more autonomous ways of working also. 
I have witnessed teams ‘caught in the headlights’ 
when suddenly given autonomy and permission to 
work differently. This is particularly true when they 
have previously been part of quite a strict hierarchical 
approach and suddenly changed to a more flexible, 
autonomous way without any coaching around how to 
deal with that change. Whilst a structure that allows 
more autonomous ways of working is widely 
advocated nowadays, what is less talked about is how 
people effectively transition to that and what kind of 
support they need to do so. So, for me, looking at 
whether structures are facilitating, or interfering 
continues to be only part of the picture, albeit an 
important part.  

Have a way of finding out how the operations are 
doing that does not go through any formal reporting 
channels 

Do you know how your operations are really doing? I 
mean really doing? Outside of what your formal report 
systems tell you? I continue to be amazed at the lack 
of congruence between what performance reporting 
says and the picture given when taking other 
observations on board. I continue to work with teams 
and organisation to bring the wider picture into view. I 
use Creating the Conditions for Change as my 
consultancy approach and as a system health check 
to broaden perspectives and identify other indicators 
that might be useful in indicating the health of the work 
ecosystem.   

Make sure there is a way of doing a ‘deep dive’ 
quickly is something is going wrong 

I continue to see excellent reporting systems for things 
like adverse events, safeguarding etc. However, I see 
much fewer mechanisms (formal or informal) to 
explore when system characteristic are indicating that 
all is not well. The place I have seen these things exist 
most is when organisations such as the NHS and 
Local Authorities are working well together in a formal 
collaborative arrangement. However, this is not 
always the case and exploring deeply is still something 
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that is not always given the time or space, particularly 
nowadays with such large funding cuts, lack of staff 
and huge pressures. Also, during covid, many teams 
seemed to be focussed on just surviving the day and 
this is quite understandable.  

If the system is suffering, look to see if it lacks 
information about itself 

When we are on the hamster wheel, day in day out, it 
is not surprising that we lose sight of what is 
happening outside of our immediate attention. Lots of 
systems I work with and in lack information about 
themselves. As a result, they are suffering.  

There are some good signs though. I see data used 
more frequently and widely and some systems I have 
interacted with are bringing in more innovative ways of 
gathering information, like storytelling, so the signs are 
positive. 

I do have to add though, that troubled relationships 
and/ or ignoring valuable insights by those lower in the 
hierarchy continue to be areas of great untapped 
potential for identifying possibilities for change.  

 

 

Is new information being used as nourishment, as 
opposed to power 

Power, power, power. It is still a very big motivation in 
lots of systems I come across. New information is 
sometimes used as nourishment and used very well. 
However, power is observed, felt and discussed as an 
issue in many places I go. Ironically, I have witnessed 
new information used as power in systems thinking 
also. With this in mind, I am still contemplating whether 
the quest for power (and control) is something that will 
always predominate. 

Check things like co-production and co-creation are 
happening on an ongoing basis 

In Creating the Conditions for Change we monitor for 
ongoing relationships and shared power in decisions. 
As already mentioned, this is a really difficult area and 
I am seeing efforts to move in this direction. I think 
there is still a long way to go though.   

Is there congruence between the purposes of the 
system and its vision 

Sometimes yes, sometimes no. On the whole I have 
witnessed good intentions. That said, I have witnessed 
some glaring incongruence. As you might imagine, 
this is difficult to report on. One thing to say, though, 
and I have mentioned it previously – purpose is rarely 
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explored anywhere near as much as I thought it might 
be. The benefits of exploring purpose seem to be 
largely unknown in the systems I have engaged with.  

Use system ‘health checks’ or early warning 
processes to indicate the health of the system 

If we give no importance to effective system 
characteristics, what do we have to indicate the health 
of our system? Our performance metrics only give us 
part of the picture. I have been using the Creating the 
Conditions for Change approach itself as a system 
health check with some clients for a number of years 
now. To date, it has given wide and powerful 
information about the health of the system. It has 
supported people to understand what might make 
work ecosystems healthy and given them a different 
lens with which to view their systems. It has supported 
their systems change work and enabled them to 
identify where there might be opportunities for change.  

 

Be the system health check monitor 

Ensure that the internal context is monitored for the 
advocated system characteristics. 

Who could or should be the systems health check 
monitor? My work indicates to me that, as always, it 
should be…..all of us. 
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Adapting to the future 

So far, we have been talking about that which is inside 
our perceived working ecosystem boundary. But what 
about our interactions and relationships with those 
who are outside of that boundary? Having a balance 
between understanding that which is inside our 
conceptual boundary and that which is outside of it can 
be a critical balance for us. I do not just mean outside 
of the boundary of our organisation, either. I mean 
outside of the boundary of our perceived system. This 
might be outside of our team, our service, our 
organisation or our geographical ‘place’.  

Spotting trends and changing with the external 
environment 

None of us spotted covid but many of us are still here, 
in some way or another. I have seen amazing change 
and adaptation over the last two years. I have also 
seen individuals re-evaluate how they want to work 
and how they want their lives to be. Many have left 
jobs, preferring instead to have a work-life balance 
and less stress. I do not want to include a wide 
narrative about the impacts of covid here, as that is a 
whole topic of its own. What I can say is that I have 
never seen the importance of changing with the 
external environment so contemplated in my working 
life as in the last two years.  

Checking that there is a need for what you are doing 
now and whether demand is being inappropriately 
created 

Covid aside, evaluating whether current activities are 
still appropriate and required is something that still 
catches people out. I have witnessed one team with 
whom I did a deep exploration of their current situation 
to find that in excess of 60% of what they were doing 
was unnecessary. It was demand created by 
themselves. It occurred because the team had 
become detached from any hierarchical structure and 
were ‘fending for themselves’. The staff, when asked 
why, said they thought they had been abandoned and 
if they did more work the department had more chance 
of surviving.  

I have also witnessed another team creating demand 
to prove their worth and create jobs. These two cases 
are quite rare in my encounters, but excess demand is 
sometimes unnecessarily created. This is often 
because of failure elsewhere in the system. Stopping 
and asking the question, ‘Is what we are doing still 
relevant, necessary and wanted?’ continues to be a 
powerful way of unlocking insights, but not used often 
enough. It is well known that continuing to do 
something when there is no true demand can break an 
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organisation. Indeed, many have failed because of this 
very reason. Organisations in particular seem to 
struggle to see beyond their own ego and image to be 
honest with themselves about whether their offer is still 
relevant.   

Explicit and purposeful use of structural couplings 

Throughout all of the systems I have engaged with, I 
am yet to come across anyone/organisation who 
knowingly and purposefully explores how they might 
use the concept of structural couplings to open up their 
opportunities.  This is a hugely untapped area with 
masses of potential.  

Purposeful reciprocation strategies 

This links nicely to purposeful reciprocation strategies. 
We have talked about reciprocation at an operational 
level. In terms of a management function focussing on 
adapting to the future, the idea of reciprocation can be 
an extremely useful concept. On a formal basis, I have 
encountered an official alliance being formed. 
Unfortunately, they rebounded back to their old habits 
(seeing each other as different organisations and one 
wanting to dominate over the other) quite quickly 
because the thinking of the people involved still 
resided in traditional hierarchical organisations, not 
purposeful reciprocation and the strategic benefits of 
coupling with others. What this taught me what that 

focussing on the mindset of the people involved is as 
important as making a change in the situation.  

Pivoting 

Before covid I would have said that pivoting was not 
something that was largely talked about or 
understood. Whilst people might not use the word 
‘pivot’, the last two years of covid have demonstrated 
to us those who were able to pivot and who those who 
weren’t. My hope is that learning from this will fuel 
future ways of working and being. 

Introducing change in a way that does not disrupt the 
ability of the system to function 

On the whole I would say that this area of focus is a bit 
of a mixed bag. Sometimes, change is introduced well. 
Sometimes, it is disruptive, clunky and upsets the 
people involved. The key thing I work with people to 
understand is how those considering strategy might 
work with operational managers to implement 
proposed changes effectively. It continues to be an 
area of focus for the Creating the Conditions for 
Change approach.  

Loss may be necessary to create new order 

One concepts that I have found many do not 
contemplate in a positive light is that loss may be 
necessary to create new order. In the groups I have 
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worked with, once this has been explored, I tend to 
see people relaxing somewhat in relation to any 
proposed changes. How a change is managed 
appears to be critical and if loss is necessary, my work 
tells me that the more it is discussed with transparency 
the more likely it is to be accepted, even if that 
acceptance is painful. I have witnessed organisations 
who were considering disbanding a service who did 
not talk to the service have to deal with huge falls outs 
and a breakdown of trust. I have also experienced a 
national organisation who were having multiple losses 
deal with their staff with dignity and respect. Although 
the changes were stressful and painful, they were 
understood as necessary. In this instance, there was 
a shuffle around of staff and some found better 
positions for themselves. This is another area that 
remains as a key area of focus for the Creating the 
Conditions approach as I move forward.  

Fear of change 

Bringing me nicely to a close for this section with some 
notes on fear. I work with variety attenuation and 
amplification. I will mention here, as well as elsewhere, 
that attenuation of fear is a huge area of focus for 
Creating the Conditions for Change. The more I work 
with this, the more powerful results I see and the more 
I want to work with it. I have recently focussed on this 
area with greater purpose than ever before. The 

results have been astounding. I saw people’s 
confidence grow. They were able to question and 
make decisions more easily. They challenged 
positively. Their body posture changed. Their eye 
contact changed. It gave them permission and the 
energy to let their other skills and talents come out to 
play. Every person has gifts, we just need to unlock 
them and make sure people have the energy to use 
them. This is a key ethos in Creating the Conditions 
for Change and is embedded in the habits of how I 
work. Attenuating fear and unlocking gifts remains a 
key skill in using this approach effectively and a key 
skill for those I work with to learn for themselves. 

Attenuation of fear is already expanding into 
something more deeply powerful in the Creating the 
Conditions for Change approach. 
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Shifting power, creating new structures and considering identity

Strong governing principles 

Creating the Conditions for Change is based on ideas, 
questions and principles. I do not believe in lifting and 
shifting productised models. Over time, I have come to 
find that key principles and ideas, used to guide 
exploration, are much more effective. They support 
the thinking process about a situation and encourage 
learning and the formation of new habits. I have found 
that when my clients have some strong principles from 
which to work, they are able to innovate. This is 
particularly true if they are not constrained by dictated 
‘tasks’ and have an effective balance of autonomy and 
decision-making power. Some groups I work with, who 
are working on place-based systems change, do have 
autonomy and the permission to make their own 
decisions. Sometimes it can be a bit overwhelming for 
them, in terms of where to start, but overall, when they 
have had guiding principles from which to work, they 
seem to have been able to overcome any mental 
blocks and move forward.  

 

 

 

Do policies include strategies for sharing, 
collaborating and enabling others? 

It has also helped those groups when the overarching 
policies and procedures by which they work 
encourage collaboration and sharing. I have found that 
the place-based systems change groups do hold 
these things in high regard. My work in the larger 
statutory organisations has shown me that often, on 
the ground, the people doing the work might 
collaborate and share a lot. However, bringing 
collaboration and sharing into formal policies is much 
less common, as I have mentioned previously. The 
untapped potential here is around the structural 
couplings I mentioned earlier.  

Autonomy and devolved decision making 

As already mentioned, autonomy and decision-
making power is key. Getting the balance right is not 
so easy. Every situation is different. I have witnessed 
an organisation put in place constraints on autonomy 
and decision making in the hope it would prevent 
errors. The more errors they got, the tighter they went. 
This produced even more errors and more serious 
errors, particularly when staff stuck rigidly to ‘rules’ 
knowing that they were detrimental to an unusual 
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situation they encountered. What could have been 
managed easily and very well with the freedom to use 
their own expertise and judgements, turned into a 
horribly constrained situation and an ineffective and 
damaging outcome. It is quite counterintuitive to let go 
of the reins a bit, in order to make things work 
effectively but sometimes, that is exactly what you 
need to do sometimes. I continue to see this 
phenomenon over and over again. This is another 
basic principle that could be learnt and applied and 
would give greater scope for action, particularly in 
situations that are not working so well.  

Ensuring effective communication channels 

How many times have you known that something new 
should have been communicated to you, only to find it 
is ‘stuck’ somewhere in the hierarchy? How many 
times have people sent an email and said they have 
‘communicated’? It is the greatest illusion, that 
communication ‘just happens’. You have to really work 
at it. Again, this is something that remains little 
understood in the situations I come across, especially 
in large organisations. I continue to find where the 
communication is either not heard, not understood, not 
listened to, no-one has made meaning of it, it is not 
reacted to as it was intended and feedback has not 
been given, as mentioned previously. Making this 
feedback loop work can be extremely powerful and 

can bring about significant results but the 
organisations and teams I come across, rarely 
understand this. If they do understand it, they do not 
know the power of it and the opportunities for 
improvement it can bring.  

Encouraging a culture of providing energy, speaking 
truthfully and supporting risk taking (within 
reasonable boundaries) 

This element of Creating the Conditions for Change 
always gives me a bit of a giggle. That is because 
those who claim to support being truthful and taking 
risks are usually the ones I encounter as acting the 
opposite of this. Truthful reflections are often reacted 
to as challenges, rather than questions or queries or 
thinking out loud. Risks are only taken if they are what 
the ‘leader’ wants to do and nothing else. I have found 
that modelling giving truthful reflections and receiving 
them not as challenges but as areas to explore are 
effective in shifting habits here.  It takes time, but if 
people model receiving comments as areas to 
explore, then that behaviour soon catches on and 
infects others and their habits start to shift. I have 
found this modelling to be a crucial way of acting when 
working with those focussing on systems change, 
particularly when working with cross organisational 
groups and when supporting people as they develop 
confidence in themselves.  
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Embracing the wisdom and gifts in the system and 
encouraging a sense of curiosity and innovation 

This brings me onto how we embrace the wisdom in 
our systems. I have blogged on many occasions about 
my experiences meeting groups of people who have 
extraordinary wisdom and gifts that are completely 
hidden. They sit like undiscovered diamonds 
embedded in a grey, unassuming rock face. If you are 
working as a group, have you felt confident enough to 
showcase your wisdom and gifts? My work continues 
to prove to me that sometimes, what organisations, 
teams, groups etc seek lies undiscovered, right at their 
fingertips. I run exercise to expose wisdom and gifts 
and hope that others are observing, listening and 
learning. Do not assume that this always goes well, 
though. I have found that sometimes it unlocks 
potential, makes people feel more confident and 
exposes them to new opportunities. I have also found 
that the system ‘gremlins’ are also there, lurking in the 
background to stamp out and/ or hide the exposed 
gems. Are you one of these people, driven by envy 
and inner insecurity? Are you the blocker in the 
system, putting up barriers to protect your own power 
and control? These gems will be a threat to you and 
this is a whole different dynamic to deal with. If you are 
working with people where you are exposing their gifts 
and supporting them to gain confidence in themselves, 

also be prepared to consider how others in the system 
will push back at them. I still see lots of cases where 
jealousy predominates. It is this that has pushed me 
into exploring more about people’s inner peace, 
wisdom and confidence in themselves. I think this is at 
the absolute heart of improvement and systems 
change work. So much so, that I would go as far as to 
say that all of my work boils down to people being 
rational, empathetic people with a sense of self-
respect, confidence and calm. I have been working 
for the last few years with this focus in particular. As a 
result, this is where Creating the Conditions for 
Change has some new accompaniments. It is the 
biggest change to my approach that I have made and 
will continue to develop.  

Identity as an enabler for change 

This all links in some way to identity. Where I have 
found people become distressed in their work is when 
their own identity is no longer in synch with the 
organisation for which they work or the type of work 
they do. I have encountered this most strongly in Local 
Authorities and the NHS, where austerity has depleted 
funds and people have to work in ways that can only 
be described as ‘getting by’ with such massive 
challenges. Many people I have come across have left 
their profession for something more rewarding. This is 
happening in some charities also, as more pressure is 
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put on them to plug the gaps. Over the last two years 
in particular, as covid has hit us all, I have come across 
many people who are completely re-assessing their 
lives (me included). They are questioning what they 
want and how to enact it. Many no longer want to be 
part of a hamster wheel whose purpose does not align 
with their own. I am interested to see where this all 
goes and I cross my fingers in hope that this is a 
turning point to a calmer and more rewarding way 
forward for everyone.  

Exploring meaning, purposes and goals 

If you have some responsibility for how a system is 
working then exploring meaning, purposes and goals 
still remains important, in my opinion. Goals do not 
have to be the same. Everyone and every organisation 
do not have to have the same purposes, but I have 
found that exploring these things brings out some very 
enlightening insights. Insights that have helped people 
find a way forward, especially when they have been 
feeling stuck or in a stalemate situation. 

Exploring the meaning of something together does not 
mean that people have then agreed with each other.  
What it has done is exposed things that have 
otherwise not been understood, have been hidden or 
have been interpreted without other perspectives 

being considered. These continue to be powerful and 
useful insights.  

Can the system enact multiple responses in different 
ways? 

Once you can see that your system can enact multiple 
responses in different ways, you get a sense of 
adaptability. One thing I have found that supports 
different responses is the ability to re-frame situations. 
I have found re-framing to be a considerably powerful 
skill, one which I talk about to every group I meet. How 
do you change the lens through which you look at this 
situation? Those who have tried it out are amazed at 
the opportunities this brings. Very simple. Very 
powerful. Still not widely understood and certainly an 
underused area of untapped potential.  

Ensuring no purely selfish goals predominate at the 
expense of the system 

I have seen re-framing be untapped because 
sometimes, in systems, there are people who just like 
things the way they are. Their own goals are being met 
and they do not want anything to upset that status quo. 
The mistake I see people make when they try to work 
with this is that they challenge it. The blame and make 
personal attacks. Instead, they could show 
understanding and give reassurance that goals will not 
be minimised by collaborating or working differently. 
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There is an opportunity to re-frame your views of the 
purposes for an individual’s apparent stubbornness. 
What if they are secretly fearful? What if they do not 
know what else to do or do not understand different 
ways of being? Looking through the eyes of empathy 
has often worked here. Admittedly it has been a 
difficult area to work with, although certainly not 
impossible and I continue to focus on this element of 
the system. 

Using networks of influence 

In these situations, it often helps when the networks 
around such people are strong and supportive. If 
someone knows there is a network around them to 
give them a safety net should they fall, then trust tends 
to build up more rapidly. In fact, in some cases, people 
have told me that having this network of influence 
around them has given them a new found confidence 
and made them able to take risks (within reason) that 
they might never have previously taken. Those risks 
are often at an individual level and then they cascade 
into experimentation with others.  

It is often easier to make change with others, rather 
than alone and having structures that encourage this 
webbed network of influence can bring a whole new 
breath of life into the work. In Creating the Conditions 
for Change work, I continue to encourage others to 
build up their own networks and use the network of 
connections to help create and support change. 
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Applying Creating the Conditions for 
Change at multiple ‘levels’ of the 
system 

When working with Creating the Conditions for 
Change, I often start with a focus on the people 
involved. The individual level of the system. I have 
found that when not enough work is done on the inner 
confidence and determination of the individual, then 
the focus on systems change does not come. I 
embedded ‘bolstering confidence’ and ‘considering 
the situation from an empathetic mindset’ into the 
approach specifically for this reason. I would even go 
as far as to say that it is this, without any specific focus 
on systems thinking as a known approach, that acts 
as a key enabler to systems change work. Many of the 
groups I have worked with have been interested in 
things like meditation and self-development and far 
less interested in systems thinking approaches and 
tools to understand their work ecosystems. It is the 
embodiment of systems thinking that has been 
absolutely key, not academic knowledge of systems 
thinking approaches. Their knowledge of the nuance 
of the situation and their own informed insights and 
instincts have been the things that have been most 
powerful. I was surprised about this at first. I did not 
imagine that knowledge of systems thinking 

approaches would take a back seat, but it has. We 
must, however, take into consideration that the last 
two years saw us go into covid lockdown for the first 
time. We had to learn to live in different ways as a 
result. I have experienced people become 
disorientated in life, leave good jobs for something 
much less demanding and a focus on home life 
become stronger. This may be the shift that we need 
and a focus on being a rational, empathetic person 
may be much more powerful than following a known 
systems thinking approach. This has been the most 
surprising and enlightening part of my work. I have 
had my mindset challenged and I have decided upon 
some new and different things to experiment with on 
my journey forwards as a result.   

It is at this individual level where I continue to do the 
work first. Concurrently, I will look at Creating the 
Conditions for Change at around 3 different systemic 
levels. I will work with the individual, the 
group/team/service and at the same time consider the 
wider system of which it is a part. I continue to 
approach each systemic level using the same 
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principles. With systems change work, building a 
strong network has been essential. The people 
involved will do this themselves, once they feel 
confident enough to. With organisations, teams/ 
services services etc they have usually needed a little 
more guidance and the work has been much less 
organic. 

The systemic level that sees organisation-to-
organisation as the area of focus remains the most 
challenging in my work. As previously mentioned, this 
is largely because of the strength of the focus on 
individual strategies, goals and targets.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



48 
@PaulineRoberts2022 

Behaviours that support the 
approach 

In the approach, I set out some behaviours that can 
be useful in each of the elements: 

Behaviours – self organising or self-referencing 
teams 

Here, I advocated for people being, the supporter, the 
activist, the prototyper, the autonomous generalist, 
the specialist, the professional, the contextualiser, the 
innovator and the coach. At this point, all of these 
behaviours will remain in the approach. I have now 
also included working on our own receptive agency as 
a behaviour. 

Co-ordinating, collaborating and effective system 
coherence 

For this element, I advocated for the storyteller, the 
recorder, the information sharer, the meeting 
facilitator, the relationship builder, the innovator, the 
networker, the contextualiser and the enabler. These 
will all remain in the approach going forward. I also 
advocated for the orchestrator and this will be 
removed from this section and included in the section 
for self-referencing/ self-organisation (pink). The focus 

will also change to a focus on orchestrating our own 
internal selves. 

Delivery – resource bargaining and managing 
performance 

With a focus on bringing humanity back into the work, 
I advocated for the enabler, the recruiter, the coach, 
the dissolver of barriers, the contextualiser, the 
motivator and the prototyper. These will all remain in 
the approach. I also included the empowerer. I have 
changed this wording going forward to the supporter 
of those empowering themselves. I have also included 
helping others to build confidence and unlocking 
others’ gifts as key behaviours. Another thing I have 
included is building your own receptiveness and 
responsiveness as a leadership trait.  

Monitoring – undertaking system health checks 

For this element of the approach, I advocated for 
being the system health check monitor, the observer. 
This is central to the Creating the Conditions for 
Change approach and will remain so going forward.  

Adapting to the future 

For this element I encouraged being the opportunity 
seeker, the collaborator, the contextualiser, the risk 
taker and the enabler. Going forward I have included 
the ability to spot complementarity in a situation.  
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Shifting power, creating new structures and 
considering identity 

The behaviours for this element were more embedded 
in the suggestions for action, rather than stand alone 
behaviours. They included things like embracing the 
wisdom of others, ensuring no selfish goals 
predominate, exploring, embedding new structures, 
encouraging a culture of truthfulness and developing 
networks of influence. These will all remain as I move 
forwards.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



50 
@PaulineRoberts2022 

Observation, learning and 
adaptability as central elements 

In 2021 I altered the central elements of the approach. 
I removed ‘change’ and replaced it with ‘observation’. 
I did this because the key issue I came up against over 
and over again was that people were ‘seeing’ but not 
‘observing’. They are often unable to see what was in 
front of them in a way that made sense in terms of how 
work ecosystems behave. Once I worked with them 
on how to observe known patterns and identify where 
a change might be able to be made, their engagement 
with their situation started to change. It was 
‘observing’ that unlocked their insights. It was from this 
insight that my, ‘Exploring Curiously’ workshop was 
born. Observation will remain as a central concept in 
the approach moving forward.  

Adaptability is key when considering viable systems. I 
brought this insight from Stafford Beer’s work. It has 
always been central to all of my work – if we do not 
adapt, we die off. Such an easy concept, yet so 
difficult to put into practice sometimes. This will also 
remain as central in the approach. 

Learning – particularly third order and reflexivity will 
also remain. We are all learning, all of the time. We 
will continue to learn for the rest of our lives.  

Bringing humanity into the work and 
optimising our energy 

Bringing humanity into our work is absolutely key in 
Creating the Conditions for Change. It is all about that 
shift to what humans need to feel fulfilled and happy 
in what they do. I have spent years observing and 
learning about this element. It was this focus from 
which Creating the Conditions for Change was born. 
But what does it look like, in my approach? Well, it is 
a thread that runs through the whole of the approach. 
It comes from the embodiment of certain habits that 
make our work ecosystems healthier for us all. The 
diagram on the next page gives an early iteration of a 
conceptual model of bringing humanity into the work 
(Figure 1: Conceptual model – bringing humanity into our work)  

A healthy working ecosystem 

All of this, of course, helps us to bring about a healthier 
working ecosystem. It seems crazy to me that we have 
to focus on this. Shouldn’t it just come naturally to 
everyone? Unfortunately, it doesn’t. We have the 
notions of power, control, jealousy, greed, narcissism 
etc. playing out all of the time. Unfortunately, we have 
to consciously focus on some of the things in Creating 
the Conditions for Change to bring back some balance 
and make our work ecosystems healthy again. 



51 
@PaulineRoberts2022 

Observing and 
understanding

Bringing humanity 
into the work

Empathy and 
validation

Caring and 
validation 

through empathyMeaningful 
engagement

Nurturing 
relationships

Transformational 
communication 
(Going beyond facts. 

Evaluating the quality 
of the relationships)

Taking a genuine 
interest

Effective 
communication

Collaboration and 
communication

Consists of

Is part of

Consists of

Leads toLeads to

Leads to

Develops

Lead to

Supports

Includes

Leads to

Supports

Supports

Enables

Includes

Figure 1: Conceptual model – bringing humanity into our work 
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Final reflections 

What does this all mean in terms of my systems 
practice and the approach I use? Well, to date, I feel 
that I am going in the right direction. My use of a harder 
technical approach alongside the Creating the 
Conditions approach seems to encompass all of the 
things I previously found it quite difficult to articulate. 
There are areas of the approach that are under review 
and further consideration, as is always the case. It is 
always developing. I have a whole new area of pattern 
spotting that has been ongoing work for me for a 
number of years.  

 

 

In terms of how I share my insights with the wider 
world, I think that the kit does help people. However, 
there have been just as many instances of copying, 
duplicating without reference and exploitation of 

something that people have thought was, ‘the next 
trendy thing to use’ as there have been authentic 
applications. My warning to anyone developing 
materials is twofold: 

1. Beware those who come looking to pick fruit for free 
and  

2. Beware those who want to take the short route to 
something without undertaking the, sometimes 
painful, learning along the way.  

The way forward for my work has now tipped into 
something that might even take away the traditional 
‘systems thinking’ label from my work. Do we need it? 
Is it the right thing? Is it helpful or harmful? Is it too 
often used as a tool to gain prestige? I have found 
myself moving in a very different direction of late, in 
line with my more recent observations and learnings. 
The next stage of development is fresh and exciting 
and focussed even more on the individual. I have 
made some discoveries on my journey that very much 
suggest a simplicity in all of the complexity. As such, 
my focus on inner development of the individual will 
continue, as I believe this is an area that can unlock 
potential to make a different world for us all. One thing 
for certain, is that there will be some unexpected twists 
and turns. It is likely that these will be the very things 
that define the next stage of the work.  
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