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There is a need to bring methods to bear on public problems that are inclusive, analytic, and quick. This paper
describes the efforts of three pairs of academics working from three different though complementary theoretical
foundations and intervention backgrounds (ie ways of working) who set out together to meet this challenge.
Each of the three pairs had conducted dozens of interventions that had been regarded as successful or very
successful by the client groups in dealing with complex policy and strategic problems. One approach focused
on leadership issues and stakeholders, another on negotiating competitive strategic intent with attention to
stakeholder responses, and the third on analysis of feedback ramifications in developing policies. This paper
describes the 10-year longitudinal research project designed to address the above challenge. The important
outcomes are reported: the requisite elements of a general integrated approach and the enduring puzzles and
tensions that arose from seeking to design a wide-ranging multi-method approach.

Introduction

simultaneously. In other words, it is possible to engage a fairly
large group of people and multiple stakeholders in a quick
strategic planning process, but without much exploratory and
in-depth analysis (Holman and Devane, 1999). It is also fairly
easy to engage a large group of people and to include significant amounts of analysis, but doing so quickly is hard. Finally,
it is relatively easy to do quick analysis, but only with small
groups working on relatively straight-forward problems (Behn
and Vaupel, 1982).
Among academics there are few who have substantial experience of working with groups on such problems and with the
objectives set out above. This paper describes the efforts of
three pairs of academics working from three different though
complementary theoretical foundations and intervention backgrounds (ie ways of working) who set out together to meet
this challenge. Each of the three pairs had conducted dozens
of interventions that had been regarded as successful or very
successful by the client groups. All had considerable experience working with teams of managers in both the public
and private sectors who were struggling with complex policy
and strategic problems. Each pair was convinced that their
own approach could be improved by including the ‘missing
elements’ which were embedded in the other two approaches.
One approach focused special attention on leadership issues
and stakeholders, another on negotiating competitive strategic
intent with particular attention to stakeholder responses, and
the third on analysis of feedback ramifications in developing
policies.
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As the complexity of public problems and the speed with
which they arise increase, it becomes important to develop
more effective methods designed to help address these problems. The challenge is to bring methods to bear on public
problems that are inclusive, analytic, and quick (Peters and
Pierre, 2003). The methods need to be inclusive in terms of
the content knowledge, stakeholder interests, and skill areas
brought to bear on the problem. The methods should be
suitably analytic, so that the wrong problem is not solved,
solutions do not actually create the problem that was to be
solved, or worse problems result (Mitroff and Featheringham,
1974; Wildavsky, 1979). Finally, the methods should be quick,
so that they can be used by busy managers, and ensure problems do not fester or become worse while solutions are being
developed. In practical terms, this means combining the best
of several well-established and successful approaches.
The challenge is made more difficult because, while it is
not necessarily hard to cope with any two of these challenges, it is extremely hard to cope effectively with all three
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many years we believed we had been looking at the opposite
sides of the same coin.
The group continued to meet, talk, think, and sketch for
a number of years. We met twice a year for a total of 2
weeks each year. At the end of this time, we wound up with
three conceptual maps that laid out for us our thinking. These
conceptual maps sought to show the interrelationship between
both theoretical assertions and their practical implications.
The first part of the paper discusses the research design.
The remaining parts of the paper recount the next stages
of research: integrating the approaches, identifying requisite elements of any approach seeking to address the above
needs, and finally discussing some remaining, but important
dilemmas and puzzles.

Research design
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The stages in the research were as follows:
Stage 1: The first stage involved mapping the assumptions
and theories that guided ways of working. Commonalities
and contrasts were explored. Assumptions and theories were
merged where possible. This first stage involved extensive
conversations facilitated by the use of a range of recording
techniques.
Stage 2: The second stage focused on the design of a
‘new approach’ that encompassed, to the greatest extent
possible, all of those concepts important to each researcher.
The research strategy for producing the design was to
develop a teaching programme to transfer the new approach
to ‘naı¨ve’ enthusiasts. Developing the teaching programme
therefore forced detailed explication of abstract concepts, and
so induced greater understanding and clarity about how to
explain and present the assumptions and theories in practice.
Stage 3: The next stage entailed detailed logging of the
teaching experiences (three occasions: two in the US and one
in the UK). This process enabled us to attend to difficulties of
understanding and explication experienced by the researchers,
and also to focus on the difficulties of understanding and
application by the ‘students’. This stage was designed to
test our ability to present the combined approach to others
and so encourage elaboration and questioning of the coherence and consistency of the merged concepts, theories, and
assumptions.
Stage 4: The fourth stage involved incorporation by the
researchers of different aspects of the new thinking into
their academic writing and practice. As a result, the three
approaches with which the process began all changed somewhat, and in some cases changed substantially.
Stage 5: The final stage featured designed reflections on
why some aspects of the new approach were enthusiastically
received while others were rejected by different members
of the group. These reflections resulted in the identification
of commonalities (where all agreed on an aspect) and puzzles
and dilemmas (where there were differences of opinion)
presented later in the paper.
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The intention was to develop an approach to integrating
modes of systems thinking into public policy making and
strategic management practice. Beyond the challenges identified above, the common purposes were: (a) to enable groups
to come up with good ideas worth implementing, that can be
implemented, and are likely to have the coalition of support
necessary for implementation and (b) to ensure that what gets
decided by a client group as a result of our facilitation has
the group’s highest confidence that the policy or strategy will
be robust and effective over the long term (ie that it is going
to work out over time).
This paper describes how seeking to meet these aims
entailed a longitudinal developmental research process over
10 years which led to: establishing the requisite elements
of a general integrated approach and the discovery of
enduring puzzles and tensions that arise from seeking to
design a wide-ranging, multi-method approach to addressing
complex problems. Consequently, the paper makes a contribution to the field by: (a) developing an integrated range
of research methods for exploring the relationship between
theory and practice in multi-method work; (b) suggesting
an approach to integrating modes of systems thinking into
policy making and strategic management that is more inclusive, analytic and perhaps quicker than others; (c) identifying what appear to be the key aspects of any successful
multi-method approach; and (d) suggesting the puzzles and
dilemmas that must be acknowledged by those wishing to
employ more wide ranging multi-method approaches to
helping policy makers. In addition, the paper concludes
by summarizing the lessons we as a group have learned
from working to understand and integrate our different
approaches.
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In 1995 we gathered as a group of six scholars to discuss
and synthesize over a century of combined experience in the
theory and practice of strategic planning (from two complementary points of view) and policy making using system
dynamics modelling. We also had a number of initial reasons
for believing that time devoted to cross-disciplinary theory
building would be useful. For example, all schools of thought
present shared a common practice of building different
types of word-and-arrow diagrams, often with live-screen,
computer-projected support, in front of client groups who
were struggling with important strategy and policy problems.
We felt that this was more than coincidental and that we
might share some deeper theoretical underpinnings.
We discovered through extended dialogue however, that we
had deeper reasons to be talking to one another. As it turns
out, system dynamics modelling has implicit in its core an
implied theory of policy and strategy development (Milling,
1989; Zahn and Greschner, 1993). And strategic management
is in the end focused on the dynamics of changing a system
(eg Morecroft, 1984; Warren, 2002). In many ways and for
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approach. (Readers interested in knowing more about the
details of the integrated approach are referred to Andersen
et al, 2006.) However, in brief, there are four dominant
‘process modules’ that are linked in the approach, each of
which is linked to one of pairs of authors. The modules
are: (a) stakeholder mapping, (b) strategy mapping, (c)
developing a ‘livelihood scheme’ or ‘business model’, and
(d) feedback system simulation and modelling. Although
there is a typical cycle of use for the process modules, it is
unlikely that the ordering is the same in every instance. As
the approach is used, contingencies determine the stage at
which final agreements are made by the client group, as well
as any need for additional cycling around the four different
process modules. Nevertheless, each module is bounded by
a particular approach to modelling, and the modelling has
specific purposes and formalities that make sense within the
module’s context.
The role of leadership provides the ‘surround’ to the whole
approach—it influences the way in which each of the ‘process
modules’ offered by each of the author pairs is undertaken,
and the manner in which connections between them are made.
The contingent use of the four process modules are guided
by the essential aspects of good leadership. Leadership in,
and for, this approach has somewhat different implications
from those that dominate the leadership literature. Within
the context of group modelling, acknowledging and treating
as valid multiple perspectives deriving from multiple expertise and multiple values is regarded as crucial. Recognizing
the need to reach negotiated agreements that sustain strong
and trusting working and personal relationships is taken to
be a fundamental aspect of sound leadership and so influences the design and facilitation of group sessions. To this end
leadership will require the employment of forums for discussion, arenas for making and implementing decisions, and
formal and informal courts for managing residual disputes and
enforcing underlying norms in the system (Bryson, 2004). The
implication of this approach to leadership is that supporting,
sponsoring and championing these type of social processes
and the design and use of these kinds of settings are central
activities.
Typically, the approach starts with the first process module
focused on understanding stakeholders. This is because a
key part of designing an intervention is determining who
should be involved—for procedural justice as well as procedural rationality (Ackermann et al, 2005a,b). Participants are
typically at least some of the key stakeholders—those who
can have a significant impact over the success or otherwise of
the strategy—and it is an important component of leadership
to ensure those involved can actively participate. However,
this process module also includes the identification of others
who might need to be consulted or whose views must be
taken into account (Finn, 1996; Bryson et al, 2002; Bryson,
2004). The formalities of the modelling process here focus
on stakeholder interactions and relationships—and especially
the extent of overlapping perspectives and values. Each of
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So to summarize, Stages One and Two of the research
concentrated on developing a conceptual framework (represented by the densely concentrated conceptual maps).
The framework was debated extensively, examined against
the theory supporting the different approaches and tested
through constant reference to organizational experiences.
The researchers were mindful of the potential dangers of
‘mixing methods’ where disparate and conflicting theories
are brought together (Eden, 1990), as well as the potential
benefits and conceptual concerns that might ensue (Mingers
and Brocklesby, 1997; Munro and Mingers, 2002). Moreover,
throughout the development process considerable personal
learning was encouraged and occurred. Learning occurred
about both the theory and practical application of the different
approaches (not just by those listening to the proponents,
but by the proponents themselves as they were forced to
articulate and justify their positions). This further helped to
provide a sense that the emergent framework was robust.
The second, third and fourth stages took a more action
research stance (Eden and Huxham, 1996; Blenkin and Kelly,
2001). Insights were immediately gained during the Stage 2
process of designing a fit medium for teaching the framework
(eg the demands being made on students). Further insights
were revealed during Stage 3, the teaching of the actual class
itself. For Stage 3, the first class of ‘students’ involved all of
the authors and a range of policy and strategy masters students
along with some practitioners. The researchers/teachers then
took time after the class to reflect on the process by following
a cyclical process of learning that is central to action research
and action learning (Argyris and Schon, 1978; Kolb, 1984;
Checkland and Holwell, 1998). As a result, adaptations were
made to both the syllabus and framework. The group then
taught the class a further two times, once in Minneapolis and
then in Glasgow. Following these experiences, in Stage 4,
the conceptual framework was also put to the test in various
consultancy/research situations facilitated by one or more of
the authors (eg see Howick et al, 2006). Learning from these
cases was informed by the process guidelines set out by
Eisenhardt (1989).
Throughout these applications notes were taken before
(particularly in the case of the consultancy projects, eg
detailing the objectives, general steps in the process, stakeholder involvements, etc), occasionally during (recognizing
the difficulties of facilitating and reflecting), and after each
intervention. The team then began to reflect in Stage 5 on what
they had learned, and what this meant for the framework. Not
surprisingly, a number of common interests surfaced (some
of which had been identified early in the development of the
framework), along with a range of tensions or dilemmas.

3

Distilling an approach to strategy making and
policy analysis
The purpose of this paper is to report on the more generic
issues that arose from seeking to develop such an integrated
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exploring the business model often reveals core distinctive
competences that have beneficial reinforcing tendencies,
directly implying a feedback system, but one that when interacting with the environment may fail to work as expected
(Andersen and Richardson, 1980). The ‘best’ policies are
discovered through the use of a feedback systems simulation model to test draft policies and strategies. The strategies designed to sustain competitive advantage through the
strategic protection of core distinctive competences will also
be tested.
The process module explicitly focuses on acknowledging
that the ramifications of policy implementation are complex
and can produce unintended consequences (Richardson,
1991). Thus, the modelling seeks to understand how, over
time, the intended, rational, goal-seeking actions of one group
of actors may be compensated for by the contrary actions of
other stakeholders or actors, or by the ‘natural’ environment.
The modelling explores how compensating feedback structures can produce observed patterns of policy resistance. This
process module brings a sense of dynamics to the strategy
discussion. The formalities of the causal modelling now
focus on the need to simulate the future through tracking the
impact of feedback dynamics. As with all the other modules,
the modelling is undertaken with the group and, in this case,
uses visual interactive system dynamics simulation software
that is transparent to the client group.
As a result of the feedback system simulation modelling
effort, the ‘best’ policies emerge. However, these have been
developed without full attention to how different stakeholders,
both within and outside of the organization, will react. The
second use of the stakeholder process module helps ensure
that the strategy or policy is as robust as it can be.
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the key stakeholders will have their own perspective on the
important issues to be addressed and the way in which they
interact. The outcome of the process is a clear understanding
not only of who has to be involved in the next stage but also
in what form.
The second process module encourages the participants
to express their own views about these issues and to share
them with others as part of a strategy mapping process. The
client group expect to gain an understanding of the breadth
of issues, how they interact, and how they cluster into major
issue themes. The process may need to involve role playing
the other stakeholders in mapping their views. The maps of
issue interrelationships lead to a model that reflects a particular nature of causality: where issues imply emergent goals,
and issues are derived from a variety of triggers or causes.
The map shows a hierarchy where problems (or opportunities) cause issues which suggest goals or aspirations Huff and
Jenkins, 2001). The map is amenable to analysis to help understand the structure of an often complex network of issues,
and the analysis depends upon the use of formalities in the
mapping process (Bryson et al, 2004). The mapping process is
undertaken with the group using visual interactive modelling
(VIM) tools (such as the ‘oval mapping technique’ (Bryson
and Finn, 1995 (Eden and Ackermann, 1998 #2990) (Eden
and Ackermann, 2001a,b #5120)) or special purpose software). The outcome of this module is agreements about the
relative priority of issues and a draft of the goals that will
drive policy considerations.
The third process model—developing a ‘livelihood scheme’
or ‘business model’—recognizes that the ability to deliver
the goals and resolve the priority issues depends upon
understanding the competences of the organization and its
stakeholders. In the ‘for-profit-sector’ this is explored by
developing, understanding and exploiting the ‘business
model’. However, in the ‘not-for-profit sector’ the notion of a
business model is discomforting and can be misleading. For
the not-for-profit sector the term ‘livelihood scheme’ is more
appropriate (Eden and Ackermann, 1998) and recognizes
that the delivery of goals demands understanding the core
competences (and preferably core distinctive competences)
that can enable the delivery of a mandate (the ‘given goals’).
This process module helps the client group explore their
ability—through competences—to deliver the goals, and so
develop the strategies to resolve issues and create a sustainable strategic future, where the success, at least, will depend
upon the exploitation and protection of the core competences
(Ackermann et al, 2005a,b). The process seeks to construct
a map of the competences and their role in delivering goals
(extending the problems/issues/goals hierarchy).
Client groups have experiences that suggest there are often
unexpected and unintended consequences from apparently
well thought-out strategies and possible policies. For the client
group the fourth process module is focused on testing the draft
policies and strategies by exploring their ramifications over
time through use of system dynamics modelling. In addition,
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Requisite elements in the context of application
The reflection process in Stage 5 of the research revealed
a number of common interests or themes across our joint
and individual work. The themes are interrelated and include:
leadership, the management of meaning, the use of VIM, the
development of a holistic view of the problematic situation,
and issues relating to facilitation. We assert that these themes
represent requisite elements of any integrated multi-method
approach to dealing with complex policy making and strategic
management problems. Each of these themes is explored in
more detail below with particular emphasis given to their
implications for practice.

Appreciating the role of leadership
Unlike the other themes, the leadership theme was less understood, particularly in relation to its significance for practice, at the beginning of the discussions. Little attention had
been given to understanding what leadership comprised in the
context of policy making and strategy formulation and implementation and how it could positively impact practice.
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develop and change some form of word-and-arrow diagram.
For one thing, word-and-arrow diagrams can be used to structure the different perspectives raised by members of a planning or policy-making group. Each of us had experienced the
power of his or her versions of word-and-arrow diagramming
to structure and help groups manage complex, messy situations. In particular, the structuring process and resultant structure of argumentation helps groups manage the complexity
rather than simplistically reduce it.
In the case of causal mapping (Causal mapping is one of the
forms of word-and-arrow diagram.) (Bryson and Finn, 1995;
Eden and Ackermann, 1998) participants begin to explore
their linked perspectives. New material can be surfaced that
elaborates and expands the different causal chains to illustrate
the different points of view, thus building a sense of shared
understanding. Dilemmas thus can be identified, and possible
contradictions displayed, discussed and resolved. Causal
maps (see Bryson et al, 2004) enable the group to move from
individual meanings to a meaning increasingly shared by the
group. The group is able to build a model encapsulating robust
causal thinking to enable agreement on mission, goals, strategies, and actions. In the case of word-and-arrow diagrams that
help construct simulation models (causal loop diagrams; see
Richardson and Pugh, 1981; Wolstenholme and Coyle, 1983;
Sterman, 2000), the perspectives often link back to form
closed causal loops, revealing the feedback nature of the ‘real
world’ (Richardson, 1991). The appreciation of these several
different approaches to word-and-arrow diagrams influenced
our practice through recognition of the importance and
richness of qualitative word-and-arrow diagrams, and also
the rigour of quantifiable word-and-arrow diagrams. The
practical implication for the group was the need to acknowledge strategic policy and planning processes are enriched
by achieving a suitable balance between equivocality (and
thus meaning management) and the precision required for
policy analysis. The focus on the balance of equivocality and
precision accentuated the appreciation of the political nature
of group decision making, and that meaning is typically
contested. Achieving political feasibility is an important key
to policy making in practice, which means meaning management and policy analysis must be effectively joined (Eden
and Ackermann, 1998).
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We came to understand the significance of leadership as the
inspiration and mobilization of others to undertake reasoned
collective action (see Crosby and Bryson, 2005), and therefore as different from management. In particular, more inclusive forms of input and decision making were seen as an
important means to optimize outcomes. As this aspect was
developed, it became clear that a highly significant aspect
of good leadership involved acknowledging, and treating as
valid, the expression of potentially controversial views, so that
perspectives could be considered on their merits rather than
just because of who proposed them.
Each of us relied on a variety of methods and tools to elicit
ideas from all group members. One such method included the
use of a group support system (GSS) that allowed direct entry
of views to a publicly displayed ‘picture of issues’ (see section
below on visual interactive models). GSS’s enable participants to surface material anonymously, which helps open
up and stimulate contributions and ensures wider perspectives are considered (Ackermann and Eden, 2001). In addition, every member of the group had developed a variety of
methods to allow for more inclusivity. For example, the use
of post-its (or ‘ovals’—oval-shaped cards) to capture material was a ‘manual’ method for increasing the integration of
multiple perspectives (for more on oval mapping, see Eden
and Ackermann, 1998; Bryson et al, 2004). Each of these
processes ensures procedural justice (Kim and Mauborgne,
1995), another aspect of leadership.
Another important contribution to the development of the
approach derived from the need to pay attention to multiple
leadership roles during the process; for example, the need for
sponsors, champions, facilitators, and the creation of teams
(Bryson, 2004). Paying attention to who the sponsors of the
process attends to the need to ‘manage up’ the organizational
hierarchy, which helps ensure the political feasibility of any
agreements made (both in terms of providing financial support
as well as political support).
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The role of managing meaning

U

N

C

O

R

R

As our teaching and attempts to use a more integrated
approach in practice unfolded, the significance of the management of meaning emerged. Each of us believed in the importance of attending to the role of group support in facilitating
the management of meaning when it came to improving his or
her practice. Indeed, as discussions unfolded over the years,
we increasingly understood how important it was for those
in facilitated processes to accept that the shifting of meanings is a crucial aspect of reaching a negotiated settlement
(Pettigrew, 1977). Aspects of the meaning management
process include the idea that at times language needs to be
deliberately opaque, and that what is meant by a particular
statement to one person will be interpreted differently by
another.
We came to see that a particularly helpful way of negotiating new meanings was through having the client group

The role of holism
Each of the three original ways of approaching strategic and
policy intervention recognizes some form of holism in the
extent and nature of the analysis. All of the authors explicitly sought to widen their scope and develop a more holistic
view. In each of our cases, holism was seen as being achieved
through gaining a picture of the whole and its emergent
properties rather than focusing on discrete parts.
The different approaches to holism addressed issues of
analysis through attention to: collecting and identifying
the emergent properties of multiple perspectives (Eden and
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actual. In contrast to such goal-seeking loops, other feedback
processes tend to be self-reinforcing, generating instabilities,
goal-divergent behaviour, and growth or decline.
A feedback perspective, focusing on these two kinds
of processes and facilitated by word-and-arrow maps is a
powerful tool for revealing sources of policy resistance in
complex systems. Multiple agents can create a system in
which the intended, rational, goal-seeking actions of one
group of actors are compensated for by the contrary actions
of other actors, or by the ‘natural’ environment. Compensating feedback structures can produce observed patterns of
policy resistance, such as ‘worse-before-better’ behaviour,
‘fixes that fail,’ and the ‘tragedy of the commons’ (see,
eg Forrester, 1969; Senge, 1992; Pettigrew et al, 2003). Using
word-and-arrow maps to reveal circular causal processes and
feedback loops thus helps to foster client understanding of
potential sources of systemic resistance that could defeat
clients’ preferred policies.
While some insights of this sort are achievable with qualitative maps alone, accuracy and confidence in the dynamic
implications of these causal views is dramatically enhanced
by quantifying them in formal simulation models and playing
them out over simulated time. Developing robust and flexible models helps client groups understand the connections
between system structure and behaviour over time and
explore with growing confidence the dynamics of policies in
different scenarios.
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Ackermann, 2001a,b), involving appropriate stakeholders
(Bryson, 2004), analysing and seeking to manage external
stakeholders (Finn, 1997; Eden and Ackermann, 1998;
Bryson et al, 2002), and exploring and intervening in feedback in social systems (Richardson, 1991; Andersen et al,
1997). By building an approach that was more holistic the
authors expected to encourage originality, synthesis of issues
and ideas, and the practicality and long-term effectiveness of
strategy and policy interventions.
When multiple perspectives are collected through the
development of a group causal map, patterns emerge through
analysis of the structure and content. These patterns typically are: clusters, central threads of causality, emergent
counter-intuitive loops, etc. Each of these patterns indicates
policy foci, problematic issues, constraints and possible
self-sustaining feedback.
Managing strategic change involves having good ideas
worth implementing and the coalition of support necessary
to adopt the changes and to protect them during implementation. Coming up with good ideas and the necessary
coalition of support typically are connected, since people
are likely to feel more ownership of, and commitment to,
ideas they helped develop. Careful stakeholder analyses can
help inform decisions about whom to involve, in what ways,
when, and for what reasons. Stakeholder analysis is fairly
well developed in the strategic management literature.
However, these analysis methods typically do not illuminate who all the stakeholders might be in complex, feedbackrich systems. There is thus a need to discover and include
(at least in the analysis) ‘derivative’ stakeholders (Phillips,
2003). Discovering who they are and taking their interests into
account can increase the likelihood of a successful outcome
(as noted earlier in the discussion regarding the necessity of
a coalition of support). The benefit of discovering derivative
stakeholders is not well developed in the system dynamics
literature; nonetheless, system dynamics analysis can help
reveal who these other stakeholders might be and what effects
policy changes might have on them (Phillips, 2003).
The internal and external world of stakeholders is explored
through a stakeholder analysis that pays attention to their
power to support or sabotage efforts and the nature of their
interest in so doing. Stakeholders are seen as having the ability
potentially to make or break particular strategic options and
so the task is to know how to intervene to shift the use
of power or change the interests of stakeholders should the
need arise.
Exploring and intervening in feedback systems is a specific
aspect of taking a holistic view. Taking a feedback perspective can reveal the natural circularities that exist in complex
systems. Perceiving circular causality is crucial for understanding the endogenous forces that contribute to the ways
a system changes over time. For example, goal-seeking
feedback structures are present in every purposeful decision or policy: conditions are perceived, compared to goals,
and actions taken to close the gaps between desired and

U

Q8

Journal of the Operational Research Society Vol. 00, No. 0

O

6

Facilitation
In the introduction we argued that methods for effectively
addressing public problems should be inclusive, analytic and
quick. In terms of facilitation, the most significant interest of
the authors in facilitation was in doing something fast and
inclusive with a group. As the authors worked together there
was an increasing appreciation of their different means of
making progress. Each author believes that in order to make
fast tangible progress facilitators need to create milestones
against which to assess progress in order to provide a powerful
incentive to the group to keep working. Each also believes
that this need for ‘quickness’ must be tempered with the need
to ensure that the group appreciates what is being sought by
the facilitator and how the process is unfolding, and also feels
some sense of control over the process rather than feeling
overwhelmed.
All authors take for granted that facilitation is a key skill
and that it is hard to teach and to learn. This is partly because
a good facilitator requires a combination of skills and the
ability to execute several roles (Andersen and Richardson,
1997). Facilitation demands soft skills (such as how to
deal with people, personalities, power, etc), modelling skills
(ensuring formalisms are attended to), and also technology
skills (where computer models are being built). Each of these
informs and is informed by the others. Over the course of an
intervention, the balance shifts between these requirements,
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would also agree, at least in the abstract, that public policy
makers’ responsibility to the public ought to be paramount
and that effective policies and strategies cannot and should not
emerge from the simple fact that a group has reached apparent
agreement to move forward. These views are compatible with
the authors’ recognition that the world, both socio-political
and physical, obeys ‘rules’ (seen as regularized patterns of
behaviour) and that sound policy must take these rules into
account. Unless these rules are explored with respect to policy
proposals, then a policy-making group may make policy that
has unintended, surprising, and negative consequences.
Nevertheless, there is a tension between this recognition
and the authors’ approach to policy analysis. The authors are
not from the usual policy analysis school (eg Bardach, 2004;
Weimar and Vining, 2004), but rather have a commitment
to working directly with policy makers rather than through
‘back-room’ analysis. Thus, there is a comfortable commitment from all towards ensuring that policy is created by those
who will act to implement, and so the need for high levels of
ownership. Achieving ownership, however, in some circumstances may come at the expense of good policy.
As we said earlier, our agreed objective is to come up with
good ideas worth implementing, that can be implemented,
and to have the needed coalition of support necessary for
implementation. And yet, we also stated our aims include
ensuring that what gets decided by a client group as a result
of our facilitation has the group’s highest confidence that it is
going to work out well over time. As these aims were explored
and discussed it became increasingly obvious that their
meaning, as exemplified by practice, represented elements
of tension. The tensions involve the emphases within each
of these aim statements: ‘good ideas’ versus ‘coalition of
support,’ and ‘going to work out over time’ versus ‘group’s
highest confidence,’ where the group’s confidence may be
highest in what they intuitively believe, rather than with what
good analysis shows. Needless to say, these are not absolute
dichotomies. For example, confidence will come from analysis of good-ness as well as from the social outcomes that
lead to emotional commitment that risks ‘group-think’ (Janis,
1972). Through using the analysis embedded within the new,
integrated approach, the dangers of ‘best fit’ (Schweiger
et al, 1989; Camerer and Johnson, 1991) can, to some
extent, be avoided. Nevertheless, the ‘tension’ is important
in practice.
Another aspect of the tensions is that, on the one hand,
equivocality is seen as crucial to promoting and facilitating
negotiated agreements. This is achieved through providing a
working environment for the group which encourages sharing
of views and appreciating and respecting multiple perspectives. As a result, development of shared understanding and
meaning unfolds. In the case of equivocality, there is less
concern about the ‘right’ policy or a ‘good’ policy—however,
there is an acute awareness of the dangers of group-think,
and thus of the need to attend to multiple perspectives. Precision, on the other hand, aims to move things forward through
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sometimes requiring more process attention, at other times
more content management.
For all of the authors of this paper a ‘taken for granted’
aspect of facilitation was the use of VIM tools. These were
different, but similar, in each case. VIM involves reaching
agreements with people rather than working in the ‘backroom’, thus attending to the call for inclusivity, analysis and
speed. The model enables all perspectives to be continually
captured, reviewed and amended. This continual process of
subtly allowing participants to change their minds and move
from a range of divergent opinions to a shared outcome helps
reach a negotiated conclusion.
Visual interactive models are designed to create a
dialectic—a way of providing a structure against which
participants can explore their understanding of the situation,
try out different options, and consider the political climate.
Dialectic models are also a way to combat the harmful effects
of single-loop learning and at the same time to promote the
power of double-loop learning from an individual and group
perspective (Argyris and Schon, 1974). There is a tension in
this dialectic, best revealed in the work of Zagonel (Zagonel,
2002, 2003, 2004), between mapping and modelling the ‘real
world’ (building microworlds) and mapping and modeling
shared mental models (building consensus). The two are not
necessarily contradictory, but they create different emphases
and involve somewhat different intervention strategies. Facilitators need to be adept in managing the resultant tension
effectively.

7

Dilemmas and puzzles in integrating modes of policy
analysis and strategic management practice
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While there were a number of common themes, we also found
that we confronted a number of dilemmas or puzzles as a
result of attempting to integrate three different approaches into
the new conceptual framework. These dilemmas or puzzles
are areas of tension, if not actual incompatibility, among the
approaches; and it is not clear if or how the tensions can be
resolved. They are tensions that span both the theoretic underpinnings of the approaches as well as the practice. Some of
them are not specific to the integrated framework, but generic
to all attempts at mixing methods (eg the demands placed on
managers and policy makers). Perhaps managing the tensions
in practice, and not in theory, is the best that can be done.
The following tensions are discussed: getting the ‘right
policy’ versus reaching agreement; strategic management
versus strategy or policy analysis; which process steps to
follow; the extreme demands on managers or policy-makers
and on facilitators and analysts; and, can conflicting theories
be practical together?

Getting the ‘right policy’ versus reaching agreement
Most probably would agree that policy makers should expect,
value, and receive sound policy analysis and not just agree
to act when a group has reached agreement. Most probably
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outcome of the model will be used to correct the witnesses’
assertions about facts. There is also a recent example of using
cause maps to inform and influence system dynamics simulation modeling in the context of policy analysis (Howick
et al, 2006).
Nevertheless, we continue to assert that good ideas are
not enough. There must also be a coalition large enough and
powerful enough to adopt the ideas and protect them during
implementation. Said differently, good ideas by themselves
are pretty useless—little better than a typical New Year’s resolution; but strong coalitions organized around bad ideas are
really bad. Good ideas and supportive coalitions are required
to advance the common good. Thus we recognize that there is
more to do in order to combine fully each modeling perspective with comfort, commitment, or confidence.

Strategic management versus strategy or policy analysis

O

F

As we became more engaged in seeking to merge approaches
it gradually became clear that in public management there are
probably two different emphases reflected in the authors’ ways
of working. In summary, these may be seen as: (1) leading
and managing strategic change and developing a portfolio of
strategic programs to manage change and (2) testing out the
viability of alternative policies with respect to a particular
major strategic issue.
The first of these aims supports a group in the development of an all-encompassing strategy for the organization:
the subject of Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit
Organizations (Bryson, 2004), and Making Strategy (Eden
and Ackermann, 1998; Ackermann et al, 2005a,b). In the
context of developing strategy, the second of these aims, to
undertake policy analysis especially through an exploration
of feedback systems, seems appropriate. This is because we
recognize that many strategies fail because decision makers
do not recognize the dynamic ramifications of the policies’
imposition, for example, through not understanding the presence of simple vicious cycle archetypes (Senge, 1992).
And yet, as overall strategic planning takes place in
practice, the number of strategies that are developed and
the complex relationships between them overwhelm the
possibility of exploring them through the construction of
simulation models. Similarly, the need to recognize multiple
organizational goals and a hierarchy of strategies to goals,
distinctive competences to goals, strategic programme to
support strategies, and most importantly ownership of strategies and consistent committed leadership to deliver them is
apparent to all of the authors. Unfortunately, as modelling
to test alternative policies proceeds, attention becomes
inevitably focused on the behaviour of the ‘external’ world
of policy impact explicitly highlighting possible divisive or
unintended effects of a prior strategic agreement. This focus
can detract from the commitment and will to deliver policies
within the wider context of organizational strategy; in other
words, the analysis can undermine political feasibility.
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hard and deep thinking, permits complexities to be further
explored, and assesses values and meaning.
In practice, this ‘tension’ is illustrated by the different ways
of using one of the enthusiasms of all of the authors—formal
word-and-arrow diagrams. Good policy analysis of implications over time is guided by the use of a causal loop diagram
that can be tied to a formal simulation model (Vensim (Vensim
is System Dynamics simulation software that can be used
directly with the decision-making group as a form of Group
Decision Support System (GDSS)—see www.vensim.com.)),
whereas negotiation through the representation of multiple
perspectives and views comes through a (Decision Explorer
(Decision Explorer is a cause mapping software that is used
as a GDSS, and enables an extensive range of analyses of the
map—see www.banxia.com.)) cause map. Cause maps take
as some sort of fundamental presumption that there are both
shared and conflictual cognitions among a group of individual
managers. Agreements follow from sharing and negotiating
the integration of these views. The subjective group map is
expected to reflect a belief that managers do not exist in
delusional realities, and so these maps will routinely point to
measurable and inter-subjectively verifiable objects. Reality
is defined through the combined richness of multiple perspectives, but whether that ‘reality’ actually reflects some ‘independent’ reality is an open question.
On the other hand, at its base, a dominant view of a
system dynamics (Vensim) map and simulation model is that
strategic realities involve a feedback mechanism that exists
somehow apart from mental maps of managers. These feedback mechanisms can have an existence more or less separate
from the messy business of how divergent stakeholders think
about that reality. In fact, one of the purposes of well-done
models (which can be seen as ‘micro-worlds’) is that they can
help to correct deficiencies in managerial ‘mental models’. In
other words, the presumption of this view is that the model
is somehow correct and policy makers’ mental models are
messed up and need to be corrected and aligned, and that
an iterative process of mapping, modelling, simulating, and
reflecting can help move the group toward a shared model
that is more ‘correct’.
All of the authors accept both premises, up to a point, but
in the end the collision occurs through the tension of the
social construction of reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1966)
as against a driving need to model the ‘real’ world. So,
even though every author wanted to merge theory, method
and practice, our academic/theoretical work (rooted in the
alternative theories about the nature of the social world), as
expressed through the practice of working with groups, made
it more difficult than expected. Nevertheless, a few attempts
have been made. Ackermann and Eden have implemented a
combined approach for the purposes of supporting litigation
(Ackermann et al, 1997; Howick et al, 2007). However, they
have done so by supposing that the subjectively expressed
cause maps of witnesses are statements of fact that then get
reflected in a system dynamics simulation model, and that the
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In their publications, the authors suggest following approaches
to strategic management and policy analysis that are in
some ways broadly similar, but also contain major differences in detail (Andersen and Richardson, 1997; Eden and
Ackermann, 1998; Bryson, 2004). Beyond that, the authors
agree that any application of their processes in practice
should be tailored to the situation at hand. These differences
suggest limits to the integration of the separate approaches.
For pedagogical purposes, the authors did articulate a
generic strategic management process and use it to organize
instruction in the integrated approach. The process provided
a systematic way of understanding the key concepts and ways
of thinking about managing strategic change embodied in the
integrated approach, and of developing specific skills related
to tools and leadership tasks. We have been quite successful in
teaching the integrated approach and of incorporating aspects
of it into the other courses we teach (Andersen et al, 2006).
But the need to teach the approach may have forced us to
submerge differences in the theoretical underpinnings of our
separate approaches, rather than to fully articulate and integrate them. Complete integration at a theoretical level remains
elusive—not least because of the time-consuming nature of
the task and our separate geographic locations. In addition,
there is little sound empirical work detailing exactly what
to do, how, where, when, why, and with whom in order to
effectively manage any strategy change process, let alone
our own. Further, there is little sound empirical work on
how to think in detail about the situations in which strategy
change processes might be pursued and to which they might
be tailored. So we face the task of integrating our separate
approaches and then the task of figuring out how to adapt the
approach to differing circumstances. How to undertake—let
alone accomplish—each task represents a major puzzle.

difficult (Ackermann and Eden, 1994; Andersen et al, 1997)
but to add the need to straddle the ability to model nuance and
richness as well as ascertain effective formulas for variables
in a simulation model adds to the burden. The participants are
also expected to traverse different visual representations, pay
attention to leadership demands, and, not least, address the
mental demands of working with complex strategy making or
policy problems. Addressing the richness of multiple perspectives developed using Decision Explorer cause maps (often
containing 800–1000 or more statements) can be debilitating
for some participants in a workshop (Eden et al, 1981). To then
expect participants to turn their attention to system dynamics
influence diagrams forces both facilitators and participants to
move from one syntax to another—but it is more than just
syntax, it is different ways of thinking and perceiving.
To repeat, the major challenge is to be inclusive in terms
of people and perspectives, suitably analytic, and quick. The
combination of all of the approaches is inevitably targeted at
situations that are complicated in themselves. Thus sophisticated systems of analysis are likely to be required (Phillips,
1984) in order to determine what should be done and how
to get the coalition needed to adopt and implement the
changes. These situations involve making use of ideas from
political science, management science, cognitive psychology,
social psychology, strategic management, leadership studies,
systems thinking, and so forth. Managers are rarely concerned
with theoretical integration. With good reason, they are more
interested in what works and what helps them. Acting in
practice for these managers—and for us, too, much of the
time—provides a testing ground for ideas as well as ‘data’ on
which to reflect concerning the merits of the ideas. Combined
approaches may be something that can only be tolerated by
truly reflective practitioners, regardless of the persuasiveness
of the arguments for greater success of strategic management
and/or policy analysis. In the practical world, issues of theory
to practice and practice to theory compete directly with the
manager as pragmatist keen to reach agreement on what
to do, rather than the manager as reconciler of competing
theories/rationalities/views.
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Extreme demands on managers or policy-makers and
demands on facilitators and analysts
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Although it was apparent that each approach provides added
value in terms of increased richness and robustness, it became
increasingly clear that each approach, in its own right, makes
huge demands on both facilitators and participants. Needless
to say, the demands of any good facilitation requires both
content management skills as well as process management
skills (Eden, 1990; Huxham and Cropper, 1994; Andersen
and Richardson, 1997), let alone adding the requirement for
alternative modelling skills that are also at least theoretically
misaligned in the manner discussed above.
To truly integrate the methods, a detailed knowledge of all
the approaches is necessary. Is this demand simply too difficult for even the best analyst-facilitators? Certainly, there are
few, if any, that can traverse the breadth of skill in method
and facilitation, although there are many who may do this as
long as the analysis can be done in the ‘back-room’. Facilitating ‘on-the-hoof’ with an interactive model is known to be

Can conflicting theories be practical together?
Mixing methodologies has been acknowledged as problematic but important (Eden, 1990; Mingers and Brocklesby,
1997; Munro and Mingers, 2002). As we have suggested
above, the tension between several theories of strategic
change and analysis may be more important than scholars
have acknowledged. We have acknowledged that this may
be of little concern to managers, and yet if expert facilitators
cannot reconcile these tensions between theory and practice,
then that is a serious problem, at least on the theory side.
These tensions probably need more consideration than has
been shown by those seeking to understand the process of
mixing methods. We anticipate that the underlying theories will probably give clues. While our work together has

Q12

JORS 2602575
Journal of the Operational Research Society Vol. 00, No. 0

Stakeholders
Group members are now more attentive to the need to take
both internal and external stakeholders more seriously. This
means being more sensitive to stakeholder-related issues, such
as the need to elicit and analyse stakeholder views, and the
need to distinguish between and pay close attention to both
stakeholder analysis and stakeholder management.

Leadership
Understanding the nature of leadership and the multiple leadership tasks or functions also was enriched, although there
is still a confounding of leadership issues with stakeholder
issues (ie with viewing the leader as a stakeholder versus the
leader as leader). There is now broad recognition that there
are multiple ways of supporting and working with a leader,
engaging people, and getting started. Leadership is now seen
as both top-down and bottom-up and as extending beyond
the leader to include aspects of teams, groups, organizations,
networks structures, and processes as ways of ‘getting things
done’ (Huxham and Vangen, 2005).

PR

Notwithstanding the issues raised in the last section, each of
the authors believes he or she has gained significantly from
the efforts to merge modes of system thinking and public
policy making and strategic management practice. However,
it is interesting to note that the main learning did not derive
from the merging of the core of the approaches, but rather
from what originally thought of as the peripheral ways
of dealing with leadership and facilitation and of adding
separable episodes of analysis to the core approaches. This
phenomenon both exemplifies and amplifies the implications
covered above when discussing the dilemmas and puzzles
of merging policy analysis with strategic planning discussed
above. The phenomenon also challenges the notion of what
is core and what is peripheral to the process of managing
policy and strategy change. In other words, what we initially
took to be core may not be; leadership and facilitation are
probably core as well.
The key aspects of transfer across members of the group
were in enhanced understanding of: the nature of reality,
problem structuring, stakeholders, leadership, and facilitation.

F

So, what was learned from exploring ways of integrating
modes of system thinking into public policy making and
strategic management practice?

problem and for defining project scope. Members of the group
are also willing to use scenarios as a way of defining problems. There is also a more general appreciation of the need
to test the robustness of strategies further, including through
the use of system dynamics modeling. There is also a deeper
appreciation of the role of competencies (both individually
and combined) to deliver strategy. Finally, there is a richer
appreciation of the need for greater attention both to getting
the ‘right answer’ and to assuring that the agreements are in
place to adopt and implement the answer.

O

made considerable progress in the articulation and resolution of these tensions, we recognize that our collective work
is just scratching the surface of what needs to be done.
Said differently—and humorously—we find ourselves in the
position of the caricatured economist who saw something
important happen in the real world, but still felt compelled
to ask, ‘But will it work in theory?’
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Group members now have a deeper appreciation of, and ability
to hold in tension, two contrasting views of reality; namely,
‘objective’ reality and ‘socially constructed’ reality. Said one
member, the social construction of reality is not ‘laughable’
anymore. Indeed, the group came to see the strategic realities for stakeholders and decision makers more as socially
negotiated orders and less as objective realities—with the
caveat that the challenge is one of getting the balance right
between the two. More broadly, the interplay of and tensions
between ‘facts’ and ‘meaning’ (or ‘interpretation’) was more
fully embraced.
The other major change is a fuller appreciation within the
group of the pervasiveness of feedback relationships, especially in complex policy making and strategy change situations. It is very important to attend to the often-unanticipated
feedback effects of what we do or want to do and what will
or actually does result.

Problem structuring
All members of the group are now willing to make use of
oval mapping as a fast method for getting a group into a

Facilitation
Considerable enhancement of our understanding and practice
of facilitation occurred. The most profound learning involved
appreciating the need to pay attention to both content and
process, and to get the balance right. One member shifted his
view from believing that strategic change was 90% process
and 10% content to the view that it is often more like 5050. Other members grew more attentive the importance of
attending to and emphasizing political feasibility—meaning
the joining of the idea and the coalition.
Members of the group appreciate more fully than ever the
continuing need to learn facilitation skills from other skilled
facilitators. This appreciation comes in part from recognizing
the bounded competences of facilitators (that cannot easily be
cured by adding more facilitators). Finally, the group came to
value the importance of honest disagreement.

Conclusion
This paper has described the efforts of six academics working
from three different though complementary theoretical foundations and intervention backgrounds (ie ways of working)
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to create methods of policy making and strategy change that
are inclusive, analytic, and quick. We have pursued this challenge through developing a conceptual framework for integrating modes of systems thinking into public policy making
and strategic management practice. We must conclude by
saying that we have only partially succeeded. We do have
an approach that works with reasonably large groups and
organizations and that we can teach.
The integrated approach emphasizes the importance of:
leadership, the management of meaning, the use of VIM,
the development of a holistic view of the problematic situation, and facilitation. But a number of dilemmas and puzzles
remain. They include figuring out how to address both theoretically and practically the following tensions: getting the
‘right policy’ versus reaching agreement; strategic management versus strategy or policy analysis; which process steps to
follow; the extreme demands on managers or policy-makers
and demands on facilitators and analysts; and, finally, figuring
out whether conflicting theories can be practical together.
The need for methods that are inclusive, analytic, and
quick remains an important theoretical and practical challenge. However, the experiences reported here made considerable progress in other ways.
The need to prosecute a very careful research design was
paramount. The researchers each had huge personal investment and emotional as well as cognitive commitment to
their own ways of working, even though they were also
committed to improving methods. The qualitative research
method employed facilitated the exploration of the link
between theory and practice in a manner that turned out to
be much more successful than envisaged. The combination
of the diverse but interrelated methods of designed discussions proved to be a rich source of data. In particular, each
scholar changed his or her own approach as a result of: the
continuously modified records of discussion using causal
mapping, designing and presenting a teaching programme,
and designed reflections on the successes and failures of the
integrated approach. The triangulation between each of these
aspects revealed both logical and epistemological tensions.
Similarly, there was success in meeting the challenge of
designing a research conversation that could engage the
multi-disciplinary backgrounds of the six participants: mathematics and systems modeling, managerial and organizational
cognition, social psychology, group behaviour, leadership,
public policy analysis, and strategic management.
Although the intention was to converge on a new, more
widely encompassing, integrated approach to strategy and
policy making, the contribution to the field that actually
resulted is possibly of greater use. For both practitioners
and theorists, identifying key requisite elements of any new
approach while also discovering some of the key dilemmas
facing a wide-ranging, integrated approach, seem likely to be
an important contribution, and one that invites a continuing
line of enquiry among other scholars who are interested in
improving organizational strategy making.
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