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1 Introduction

This chapter contains methodological reflections on a participatory design approach 
undertaken in New Zealand to develop a national response to family violence pre‑
vention. Family violence significantly affects the wellbeing of individuals, families 
and communities, especially children, women and Māori (the indigenous people of 
New Zealand) (Gear et al., 2021). The New Zealand government spends approxi‑
mately NZ$1.5 billion annually on various programmes and initiatives designed to 
reduce or prevent family violence, including intimate partner violence, child abuse 
and neglect, elder abuse, inter‑sibling abuse and parental abuse (Carne et al., 2019).

One criticism of New Zealand’s approach to family violence has been that it is 
like a patchwork quilt. While skilful quilting involves careful planning and design, 
the metaphor suggests that disparate local responses have been developed and 
implemented without sufficient regard for how the whole system will work in the 
interests of family violence prevention. Having said this, the patchwork of poli‑
cies and services does include some ‘good practices’ and innovations. Also, the 
range of responses to family violence extends beyond formal or official responses, 
including informal community support. Nevertheless, the New Zealand Produc‑
tivity Commission (2015) and Family Violence Death Review Committee (2017) 
have noted systemic failings in policy development and service delivery (Carne 
et al., 2019).

Family violence is increasingly recognised by scholars, policymakers and 
practitioners as a ‘wicked problem’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Sydelko et al., 2021, 
2024), given high levels of complexity, uncertainty and contestation (Stephens &  
Liley, 2021; Stephens, 2023). The complexity of family violence is reflected in the 
dynamic relationships between various actors, risk and protective factors, policies, 
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programmes, initiatives and implementation contexts, which  influence the effec‑
tiveness of family violence responses (Foote et al., 2015; Gear et al., 2021). Fram‑
ing family violence prevention as a ‘wicked problem’ highlights the importance 
of taking a systems approach, as many authors have talked about the utility of 
systems thinking in the face of such problems (e.g., Williams and van ’t Hof, 2016), 
although the form systems approaches can take may vary depending on the empha‑
ses that are placed on structural, organisational, perspectival and/or coercive com‑
plexity (Jackson, 2019).

There is a tendency to confuse systems thinking with service integration 
(Carswell et al., 2020), and it is important to go beyond ‘joined up’ services to ask 
what the system should be providing to people in the first place. Our interest is 
how systems thinking can support participatory design by enabling stakeholders to 
develop a shared understanding of issues and potential responses, and ultimately 
develop feasible, sustainable and systemically desirable solutions to persistent 
problems that frustrate attempts to prevent and reduce family violence. The term 
‘systemically desirable’ is important because it means more than a stakeholder 
wishlist: it is about what desirable solutions will work in the context in which they 
will be embedded (Checkland & Poulter, 2006). The systemic intervention reported 
here engaged stakeholders in creating a framework for a national service system 
that would govern, manage, coordinate and implement service development and 
delivery at local, regional and national scales.

This chapter makes three contributions to relevant scholarship. First, it speaks to 
the increasing awareness of the critical role that upstream prevention systems play 
in reducing the downstream need for urgent intervention and consequent costly 
service provision. Prevention systems usually consist of networks of organisations 
and may include lead or network‑administrative bodies tasked with network man‑
agement, leadership and governance (Khayatzadeh‑Mahani et al., 2018). Schol‑
ars such as Provan and Kenis (2007), Poole (2008) and Turrini et al. (2010) have 
noted the benefits of networks, including coordination, communication, learning 
and resource efficiencies, while others have drawn attention to problematic aspects, 
such as conflicts of interest (Holt et al., 2021) and how power relations marginal‑
ise some stakeholders in the design and evaluation of collaborations (Walsh et al., 
2018; Clark, 2021; Sydelko et al., 2021). Given that societal challenges such as 
family violence cannot be addressed by any single organisation, policy or pro‑
gramme, there is a pressing need to understand how to design prevention networks 
to leverage stakeholder capabilities, insights and resources for collaborative advan‑
tage (Huxham & Vangen, 2004). The design process needs to explicitly consider 
what systemically desirable prevention networks should do, and also counter frag‑
mentation through integration and systems change (Bensberg et al., 2021). This 
chapter demonstrates how Midgley’s (2000, 2006, 2015, 2018, 2023) systemic 
intervention approach provides a useful methodological basis for designing pre‑
vention systems, as it allows for critical reflection on the boundaries of analysis 
(including participation) and the combination of multiple systems methodologies 
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and methods to structure and facilitate stakeholder deliberations about problems 
and improvements. Through this facilitation, the findings and recommendations 
were co‑created with stakeholders. The systemic intervention approach is illus‑
trated with a detailed account of our work around family violence prevention.

The second contribution is to the development of thinking about the methodol‑
ogy of systemic intervention, examining Midgley’s (1997) suggestion that political 
action and campaigning need to be seen as a legitimate part of systems practice. 
Our systemic intervention was undertaken as part of a philanthropically funded 
public inquiry, intended to influence government policy ahead of an upcoming gen‑
eral election, and we reflect on how the Inquiry’s findings were received by the 
main political parties. A distinction is made between structural, social and political 
dimensions of viability, with this distinction shaping the systemic intervention so it 
was seen as salient, credible and legitimate by stakeholders.

Finally, a third contribution identifies the need to expand the boundaries of 
analysis to the supra‑system by recognising how the system in focus (in this case, 
a family violence prevention network) is connected to or nested in other service 
systems. In New Zealand, as in other countries, the design of large‑scale service 
systems intended to meet health or social needs typically involves recognising  
the importance of the government as a funder, regulator and service provider 
(Osborne et al., 2022). Future work to design national‑level service systems needs 
to focus more on political viability by enhancing what systems thinkers call bound‑
ary critique: reflection on whose voices need to be listened to, what concerns are 
relevant and what could or should be done in response to those concerns (Ulrich, 
1994; Foote et al., 2007; Midgley and Pinzón, 2011). Boundary critique needs to be 
undertaken, not only with stakeholders (including those with relevant lived expe‑
rience) but also in the context of dialogue between the systems practitioners and 
public policy communities. Critically, the boundary critique needs to consider how 
the intervention interfaces with the machinery of government.

The chapter is structured into three parts, beginning with a description of the 
context of our project and the development of its participatory design approach, 
which needed to be sensitive to the social, cultural and political contexts surround‑
ing family violence prevention. Several dilemmas that characterised our systemic 
intervention are discussed, and it is explained how the concept of viability, distin‑
guished in terms of its structural, social and political dimensions, was used to craft 
the systemic intervention. Finally, the systemic redesign is presented along with 
reflections on the outcomes of the systemic intervention, considering its relation‑
ship with the machinery of government.

2 Background

The context of the systemic intervention was concern about New Zealand’s alarm‑
ing rates of family violence and child abuse, which, in 2012, led Sir Owen Glenn 
(a New Zealand philanthropist) to fund a NZ$2m independent investigation of the 
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situation and potential solutions. This became known in the media as the Glenn 
Inquiry (henceforth referred to as ‘the Inquiry’), and it was explicitly intended 
to influence government policy (RNZ, 2013 & 2014a). The Inquiry collected 
first‑hand accounts from approximately 500 victim‑survivors, frontline workers 
and professionals about the challenges and failures of New Zealand’s existing 
approach to family violence prevention. The People’s Report documented accounts 
of ineffective, under‑resourced, culturally inappropriate and ‘siloed’ services, 
and concluded that the system urgently needed transformation (Wilson & Web‑
ber, 2014a). These stories indicated a ‘broken’ system and the need for a systemic 
approach to address the disjointed efforts of government, non‑government organi‑
sations, iwi (Māori tribes), hapū (Māori sub‑tribes) and community groups. The 
Glenn Inquiry strongly held the view that government action to address family 
violence was inadequate (Stuff, 2015), and the Inquiry’s Chair, when the People’s 
Report was first published, noted:

I believe the country will be shocked by the descriptions of family violence … 
and it is my hope that shock will translate quickly into widespread agreement, 
including between the main political parties, that something has to be done as a 
matter of urgency.

(Stuff, 2014)

A key challenge facing the Inquiry was translating the insights in the People’s 
Report into actionable recommendations. The Inquiry commissioned our team of 
systems thinkers (two of whom were then working in the Institute of Environ‑
mental Science and Research, an independent New Zealand government research 
institute, and the third was advising from the University of Hull in the UK) together 
with family violence prevention experts (from the University of Canterbury’s Te 
Awatea Violence Research Centre) to work with family violence sector academics 
and practitioners (‘sector experts’) to design a high‑performing national system 
for policy and service delivery (Foote et al., 2014a, 2014b; Nicholas et al., 2014). 
Our participatory design approach would feed into the Inquiry’s People’s Blueprint 
recommendations, alongside other commissioned research, such as an economic 
analysis of family violence impacts. The recommendations were intended to advo‑
cate for changes to government policy and service delivery, including how the 
government should fund not‑for‑profit services (Wilson & Webber, 2014b). The 
timing around the publication of the People’s Blueprint was tight, given an upcom‑
ing general election. We selected and adapted well‑known systems methodologies 
and methods to undertake a participative redesign of the family violence preven‑
tion system.

The success of the participatory design would depend on the extent to which the 
Inquiry, the family violence sector, and the current government saw the findings as 
salient, credible and legitimate (Cash et al., 2002). As a result, the concept of viabil‑
ity (Beer, 1984) guided the systemic intervention, and this refers to the ability of an 
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organizational (or multi‑organizational) system to maintain a separate existence while 
it learns and adapts to opportunities and threats in its external operating environment. 
Beer (1984) developed the viable system model (VSM), which sets out the structural 
conditions necessary for viability in terms of five critical subsystems and information 
channels. These manage different aspects of system functioning, from operations to 
intelligence to governance (Ríos, 2012). However, the VSM has been criticised for 
paying insufficient attention to culture and power relations (Jackson, 2019). Indeed, 
a transformed system could not be imposed on stakeholders, and the potential for 
people to find new ways of relating together was critically important (Sagalovsky, 
2015), so there was a need to challenge dominant ways of thinking, organising and 
allocating resources (van Raak & de Haan, 2017). At the same time, the participa‑
tory design needed to be culturally feasible and have sufficient alignment with exist‑
ing norms and values (Checkland & Poulter, 2006) to secure the support of powerful 
individuals, groups and organisations, including the newly incoming government. In 
systemic interventions, it is often necessary to undertake critiques of the status quo 
while keeping on board stakeholders who will be responsible for implementing the 
system change, and sometimes significant tensions have to be addressed along the 
way (Smith, 2022; Smith & Midgley, 2025). Accordingly, the boundary of the analysis 
was widened to focus on the structural, social and political dimensions of viability.

3 Methodology

Our research and practice was grounded in a commitment to critical awareness, 
improvement and methodological pluralism (Midgley, 1996). We adopted Midg‑
ley’s (2000, 2006, 2015, 2018, 2023) systemic intervention approach to guide our 
participatory work to support stakeholders in redesigning the existing family vio‑
lence prevention system. This redesign was the basis for the stakeholders mak‑
ing evidence‑informed recommendations to the Glenn Inquiry, which would then 
advocate for system change. While the language of intervention suggests imple‑
mentation or the deployment of improvements in practice, Midgley (2000) consid‑
ers systemic intervention in terms of three interrelated processes:

• Boundary critique, which examines and questions who or what (stakeholders, 
issues, knowledge) is included in or excluded from a systemic intervention, and 
this is intended to address power relations and resulting conflict and marginali‑
sation processes that shape how problems and solutions are understood.

• The creative design of methods, which operationalises a commitment to com‑
bining ideas from different systems methodologies, and it also emphasises the 
importance of a bespoke, flexible and responsive approach to intervention by 
mixing methods and tailoring them to social, cultural and political contexts.

• Action for improvement, which involves implementing the bespoke approach 
and facilitating stakeholder reflections on how improvement can be understood, 
giving rise to recommendations for change.
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We structured our boundary critique by drawing on soft systems methodology’s 
(SSM) analysis one (focused on the design of the intervention in relation to stake‑
holder requirements), analysis two (the social context of whatever is being inter‑
vened in – i.e. the family violence prevention system) and analysis three (the 
political context, which could affect both the progress of the systemic interven‑
tion and the implementation or marginalisation of expected recommendations and 
potential outcomes) (Checkland & Poulter, 2006).

Given the tight timeframe we were subject to, we were unable to formally inter‑
view multiple stakeholders (a common practice in boundary critique) and drew 
on discussions with Glenn Inquiry managers and an in‑depth understanding of the 
family violence sector from our team’s family violence experts. Nevertheless, the 
SSM analyses helped alert us to potential marginalisation processes that might limit 
which stakeholder concerns would inform the design of a high‑performing system, 
and identified several barriers to reaching accommodations between stakeholders 
about what a national response should look like that would need to be addressed by 
combining systems methods from different methodological sources. We needed to 
decide what was to be included or excluded in the system redesign process, includ‑
ing which stakeholders to involve, which viewpoints to consider and which aspects 
of the current system to maintain or change. Below, we explain how the SSM 
analysis one shaped our thinking, but insights from analyses two and three (relating 
to norms, values, roles and commodities of power), which are not discussed in this 
chapter, also influenced how the participatory design engaged with sector experts.

Analysis one examined three roles contributing to our systemic intervention: the 
client (the person or organisation who asked for the intervention), the practitioners 
(those undertaking the intervention) and the issue owners (stakeholders of the issue 
leading to the intervention).

Our boundary critique highlighted that the client, a wealthy New Zealander with 
the financial resources to establish an independent Inquiry, aimed to mobilise sec‑
tor and public support for the transformation ahead of an upcoming general elec‑
tion. The Inquiry would be led and endorsed by other high‑profile New Zealanders, 
including a former Supreme Court Judge and a previous Governor General of New 
Zealand (the Governor General is the representative of the British King, who is 
the official Head of State, even though the country is no longer a British colony).

Our understanding of the client role shaped the boundaries of our intervention 
in two ways. First, as it was an election year, it was inappropriate for government 
officials to participate in any stakeholder deliberation intended to influence govern‑
ment policy. However, excluding policymakers would run the risk that our design 
for a high‑performing system might not align with current policy thinking, and the 
recommendations from the People’s Blueprint might clash with the current configu‑
ration of the family violence policy subsystem and its beliefs, values, problem defi‑
nitions and strategies (Howlett & Ramesh, 1998). To address this risk, we included 
ex‑government officials with a working understanding of existing policy priorities. 
This ensured that the current policy perspective was not marginalised. The second 
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challenge was that the Glenn Inquiry became caught up in controversy after past 
allegations of violence surfaced against the client, and concerns were expressed 
about the Inquiry’s safety processes related to how stakeholder information 
would be handled (RNZ, 2013). The Glenn Inquiry’s director resigned and under‑
took separate work on a proposed integrated family violence system (Herbert &  
MacKenzie, 2014).

Our team faced a dilemma about whether to proceed with our systemic interven‑
tion: transformation would only be possible if the inquiry was seen as credible and 
legitimate by people in the family violence sector, policymakers and the public. 
Success would not be judged solely by direct participants, who we hoped would 
experience benefits like enhanced collaboration and shared learning, which Ack‑
ermann (2012) describes as important outcomes of deliberative processes. In addi‑
tion to direct participants, stakeholders not involved in our workshops would also 
evaluate the effectiveness of our systemic intervention, and they might use criteria 
to do so that included whether our time had been funded by a ‘tainted’ source. Our 
team’s family violence experts expressed the view that the controversy surrounding 
the Inquiry would settle over time, and they wanted us to go ahead because they 
saw considerable value in using a participatory systems approach to engage them 
and other sector experts. We therefore proceeded as planned.

Given that the Glenn Inquiry focused on the intersection of family violence 
and child abuse, our systemic intervention adopted an expansive understanding 
of family violence, including intimate partner violence, child abuse and neglect, 
elder abuse, inter‑sibling abuse and parental abuse. Setting a wide boundary was 
important. While child abuse and other types of family violence have distinct pro‑
tective and risk factors, necessitating tailored policy and service responses (Pin‑
heiro, 2006), we focused on the wider system that would address the patchwork of 
individual policies and programmes to ensure a coordinated and coherent approach 
across responses (Bensberg et al., 2021). This wider boundary of analysis swept 
in a diverse range of issue owner roles or stakeholders, and a review of the Peo‑
ple’s Report highlighted their diverse and conflicting perspectives, including disa‑
greements about state, family and individual responsibilities, and the centrality of 
gender and ethnicity in addressing family violence. At the very least, there were 
victim‑survivors and perpetrators, health and social service providers, law enforce‑
ment and judicial agencies, iwi and hapū, policymakers, politicians, researchers, 
communities and the public – all of whom held distinctive perspectives on the 
causes of family violence, what should be considered relevant to it, and how to 
address it appropriately.

Our team was also conscious that Māori were not just another issue owner, even 
though they are disproportionally represented in family violence statistics (Joint 
Venture, 2021). Instead, Māori are Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Treaty of Waitangi) partners 
with distinct constitutional rights in New Zealand related to partnership, participa‑
tion and protection. The systemic intervention would therefore need to ensure that 
Māori involvement was meaningful rather than tokenistic, and that Māori concerns 
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and values were centrally placed in our systemic redesign,  otherwise the vision for 
a transformed system would lack legitimacy (Foote et al., 2021).

The diversity of ‘issue owners’ created three key challenges for our systemic 
intervention and shaped our practitioner roles. Attention needed to be paid to both 
process and content complexity (Ackermann, 2024). The first challenge related to 
harnessing the sector’s social complexity in ways that would lead to accommoda‑
tion around a national response. The selection of sector experts would influence the 
credibility and legitimacy of the systemic intervention, and the set of participants 
needed to include practitioner and academic expertise in areas such as child abuse, 
family violence, elder abuse and sexual violence. The people bringing this exper‑
tise needed to be well‑regarded by those in the family violence sector, and they 
had to be able to provide diverse perspectives. There was also a need to mediate 
strongly held stakeholder views by creating a safe space for social learning and 
engaging with the scholarly literature to combine stakeholder perspectives with 
policy and scientific knowledge. Reviews of the literature canvassed a variety of 
topics, including New Zealand government legalisation, policies and initiatives; 
research on the prevalence, incidence and different types of intimate partner vio‑
lence, child abuse and sexual violence (and any intersections), plus the impacts of 
these things and challenges of responding to them; and reviews of international 
frameworks for addressing violence against women, including the need to adopt a 
‘holistic’ (we would say systemic) approach to interventions (Taylor et al., 2014a, 
2014b).

The second challenge was that the team’s systems thinkers were very aware 
that they lacked subject matter expertise, so credibility and legitimacy with our 
stakeholders, including our sector experts, might have been an issue. While this 
challenge was partially addressed by our team’s family violence experts review‑
ing the scholarly literature and being able to provide expert commentary during 
workshop discussions, we would need to carefully emphasise our process expertise 
and critically reflect on the potentially problematic aspects of our identities (we 
were male and non‑Māori), showing how the systemic intervention took questions 
of structural injustice and power relations seriously. See Midgley et al. (2007) for 
a discussion of the role of practitioner identity in systemic interventions. Not only 
would our approach need to be conscious of boundary judgements around whose 
perspectives, experiences and expertise would be considered, but we would also 
need to attend to issues of salience, credibility and legitimacy through attention to 
these boundary judgements and through the process of critically informed engage‑
ment with sector experts (Gregory & Romm, 2001).

4 Crafting the systemic intervention

The participatory design took the problem of partial perspectives seriously by cre‑
ating a safe space where stakeholders could reflect on boundaries of relevance 
(whose voices should be heard and what issues should be considered), enabling 
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them to rethink what might actually be possible and desirable to change. This is 
critically important in the context of joining up fragmented systems at multiple 
scales (Helfgott et al., 2023). Following Midgley’s (2000) approach to methodo‑
logical pluralism, interactive planning (IP) methods (Ackoff, 1981; Ackoff et al., 
2006), SSM (Checkland, 1981; Checkland & Poulter, 2006), critical systems heu‑
ristics (CSH) (Ulrich, 1987, 1994) and the VSM (Beer, 1984; Espinosa, 2022) were 
selected and adapted. Individually, these systems methodologies have been applied 
to various wicked problems, but the systemic intervention aimed to draw methods 
from them that could be combined synergistically to address the following chal‑
lenging questions specific to the Glenn Inquiry’s context:

1 How can we encourage sector experts to think creatively about the elements that 
constitute a transformed system?

2 How can shared learning between sector experts about the future be encouraged 
that moves beyond entrenched views?

3 How can a design for the future move beyond merely patching up what some see 
as poorly funded and fragmented service delivery?

4 How can the significant system building that has occurred at the national and 
regional levels be recognised (so we avoid starting from scratch), but without 
replicating or reinforcing problematic aspects of the current system of service 
provision?

5 How can the workshop outputs be socially robust and triangulated with other 
sources, including the scholarly and policy literature on high‑performing family 
violence prevention systems?

Specifically, IP provided the rationale for a stakeholder‑informed, idealised design 
system to focus engagement and strategising about system change and encourage 
creative thinking beyond the status quo; CSH surfaced and developed a shared 
understanding of the desirable qualities of the transformed system by critically 
examining boundaries, values and assumptions, and by making stakeholder ten‑
sions visible and discussable; and the VSM highlighted the links between resourc‑
ing, activities and purpose, and it structured stakeholder discussions about key 
features of the transformed system that would lend themselves to adaptation and 
structural viability.

Eight to twelve participants drawn from academic institutions, leading national 
providers (including peak bodies) and subject and sector experts in previous roles 
in central government agencies attended three full‑day workshops to design a 
transformed system to address family violence. The workshops mirrored the IP 
stages of formulating the ‘mess’ (workshop 1), ends planning (workshop 2) and 
means planning (workshop 3) (Flood & Jackson, 1991). Idealised design (Ackoff 
et al., 2006) was a key part of ends planning in workshop 2 – planning as if the 
service system no longer exists, but making sure the design is technologically fea‑
sible, viable and adaptable into the future. Twelve CSH questions (Ulrich, 1994) 
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were integrated into the planning, as they helped stakeholders be more critical 
with respect to motivations for systems change: who should have decision‑making 
authority, what should count as relevant expertise, and what will give a transformed 
system legitimacy. Midgley et al. (2023) note that embedding these questions into 
idealised design is particularly useful for governance innovation. We also used the 
CATWOE mnemonic from SSM [Customers, Actors, Transformation, Worldview, 
Owners and Environmental constraints] (Checkland & Poulter, 2006), which helps 
build mutual understanding between stakeholders on the specifics of the different 
transformations they want to bring about. Finally, means planning was enhanced 
with the VSM (Beer, 1984), as it offers a template for diagnosing organisational 
problems and designing new institutions or organisations. The latter was used 
participatively to facilitate stakeholder discussions, as explained by Espejo and 
Harnden (1989), Espinosa (2022) and Sydelko et al. (2024).

The first workshop began by mapping the current family violence system, 
although following Checkland (1981), we were agnostic about whether the existing 
policy development processes and service delivery already constituted a ‘system’ 
in the formal sense of the term. Formulating the ‘mess’ included interactive exer‑
cises using methods such as rich pictures (Checkland, 1981) to identify the various 
issues, opportunities, threats and interactions the transformed system would need to 
address. Reflecting on the rich pictures, the sector experts critiqued New Zealand’s 
current approach by ascribing formal and informal purposes to the existing system 
using SSM’s language of transformation (the T in CATWOE), and they reflected 
on the boundaries of their systemic understanding by asking questions from Ulrich 
(1987) on who benefited, how success was defined and who had decision‑making 
power. The experts also considered what social, cultural, political and economic 
factors might constrain greater levels of system performance, and they created sce‑
narios to explore potential outcomes of the current situation. Having formulated the 
‘mess’, our sector experts began to develop a shared understanding of the context 
and areas for change, including the way the existing system of service development 
and delivery – encompassing government policies, sector capabilities and societal 
discourses – reproduced persistent problems. This understanding highlighted the 
need for a systemic understanding and interventions at both service touchpoints as 
well as government and societal levels. Aspects of the ‘mess’ considered germane 
included how the status quo:

• reinforced a ‘Western’ worldview at the expense of Māori perspectives, seen 
most notably in the system’s foci on individuals and nuclear families, down‑
playing the importance of whānau (extended families), hapū (villages) and iwi 
(tribes) – it would be necessary to look at the impact of family violence in terms 
of Māori cultural values and practices (also see Ahuriri‑Driscoll et al., 2005);

• focused on outputs rather than outcomes;
• drifted towards popularism and simplistic analyses, while ignoring more 

nuanced understandings of family violence, such as structural analyses;
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• amplified disconnects between service providers and the government when it 
came to planning;

• failed to listen sufficiently to the voices of those most affected by family vio‑
lence; and

• struggled to make use of research and evaluation when commissioning and 
improving services.

The second workshop focused on ends planning, with an emphasis on idealised 
design. Here, we treated the national response as if it was a purpose‑built system. 
After imagining that the current system had disappeared overnight, stakeholders 
were tasked with selecting a mission and determining the desired properties of the 
new design, as if they had the power to redesign the system. Central to idealised 
design is the capacity to question taken‑for‑granted assumptions that limit crea‑
tivity by encouraging stakeholders to have “imaginative irreverence for things as 
they are and encourages exploration of areas previously precluded by self‑imposed 
and culturally imposed taboos” (Ackoff, 1978, p. 28). However, idealised designs 
should not be utopian but should remain technologically feasible, viable and adapt‑
able (Ackoff, 1981; Ackoff et al., 2006).

The workshop began by exploring the overarching purpose of a transformed 
system. We worked with the Glenn Inquiry’s stated aim and refined it using SSM’s 
CATWOE method to create the following system definition (or mission) for what 
needed to be brought into being:

A system that reduces the rate of family violence by giving credence to the 
experience of those most affected by such violence and changing how New 
Zealand deals with these problems. The ultimate goal, specified by the Glenn 
Inquiry, is to make New Zealand a great place for families, particularly women 
and children.

After confirming the transformed system’s mission, we examined the first‑hand 
accounts of the diverse affected stakeholders in the People’s Report. This is when 
we used the CSH questions (Ulrich, 1987, 1994), and in line with many previous 
CSH applications (e.g., Cohen & Midgley, 1994; Midgley et al., 1998; Boyd et al., 
2004), we modified the questions to improve their accessibility (Midgley, 2017) 
and to make them specifically relevant to the family violence prevention system. 
We then applied these adapted questions to generate a list of desired properties so 
that the vision of the transformed system was considered relevant, credible and 
legitimate by our sector experts. In line with the mission and Ulrich’s (1987) origi‑
nal intent for the questions, we asked the experts to be especially mindful of those 
who would be affected by system change but might not be involved in implement‑
ing it, or who could become marginalised in the process, such as children, women 
and Māori. We also reflected on the conditions that encourage political viability, 
given that our analysis of the ‘mess’ strongly indicated the need for increased and 
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sustained investment in policy change; service development and delivery;  striking 
a balance between prevention, crisis and recovery‑focused services; and secur‑
ing cross‑party commitment in Parliament. Extracts of important properties of the 
idealised design are listed in Table 10.1, and they include areas of active debate 
or disagreement among our sector experts and those working in the wider family 
violence system. Our application of the CSH questions identified at least seven 
conditions that would need to be met by the system:

1 Exist to improve the situation of those who have been subject to family vio‑
lence, those vulnerable to such abuse, those who have perpetrated abuse and 
those who are vulnerable to doing so.

2 Monitor system performance using evaluation evidence (outcomes data) and the 
lived experiences of individuals and communities directly affected.

3 Represent service users in governance and balance the advice of experts with 
that of communities and practitioners who are informed by the experience of 
those most affected.

4 Focus on prevention response, and recovery in planning and implementation; 
involve stakeholders; use the best evaluation evidence; and balance central con‑
trol with local context.

TABLE 10.1 Properties of the idealised design (extract)

Who is this system 
designed to 
benefit?

• Those who have been subject to family violence and those who 
are at risk of abuse.

• Those who have perpetrated abuse and those who are at risk of 
doing so.

• The whole society, as family violence sends ripples over time 
throughout the community.

• An important tension exists between a focus on victims and 
perpetrators, and those at risk of being a victim or perpetrator.

Who will have the 
power to decide 
what matters and 
what success will 
look like, and how 
should they work?

• Decision makers need a framing of need that includes primary 
(prevention), secondary (crisis response) and tertiary (rebuilding 
lives) responses.

• Stakeholder participation is vital in decision‑making bodies.
• Decision makers need to include cross‑government 

representatives, service providers, researchers, iwi and hapū, and 
be responsive to service user feedback.

• Decision makers need to use evidence generated from 
well‑designed planning processes, impact and outcome 
evaluations, cost/benefit analyses and analyses that account for 
the needs and cultures of particular populations.

• An important tension exists between centralised and 
standardised vs. context‑dependent planning and 
implementation.
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5 Secure cross‑party political commitment and government capacity to advise on 
direction and interventions.

6 Use accurate documentation and well‑designed evaluations that are culturally 
responsive.

7 Be based on commitments to human dignity, the application of human rights 
and respect, and the recognition of cultural diversity.

The third and final workshop supported sector experts in exploring how a trans‑
formed system might sustainably give practical effect to the desired properties. 
The VSM (Beer, 1984; Espinosa, 2022) was used to structure these discussions and 
help participants think about how a transformed system’s idealised properties might 
be realised. This movement from IP (Ackoff et al., 2006), incorporating the CSH 
questions (Ulrich, 1994), to institutional design using the VSM (Beer, 1984) was 
borrowed from Midgley et al. (1997, 1998), who first put together this combination 
of systems approaches to redesign housing services for older people. We engaged 
with the sector experts to outline requirements for a ‘viable system’; that is, an inte‑
grated approach that produces the desired outcomes and will remain effective over 
time. Key communication and accountability channels were discussed. Finally, we 
conceptualised viability as both ‘structural viability’ (how the necessary functions 
in the system need to work together) (Beer, 1984) and ‘socio‑political viability’ 
(how the system can be made relevant, credible and legitimate in the eyes of key 
stakeholders) (Wynne, 1983; Espinosa et al., 2005).

The VSM focuses on five critical functions, or subsystems, and how they work 
together to ensure viability. We labelled each subsystem with numbers, as recom‑
mended by Beer (1984), to avoid negative value judgements that can sometimes 
come with the use of management terms like ‘strategy’ and ‘operations’: System 
1s (‘operational units’), System 2 (‘coordination’), System 3 (‘tasking, resourcing 
and monitoring performance’), System 4 (‘scanning and planning’) and System 5 
(‘purpose and guidance’). Figure 10.1 shows the model of the transformed system 
created by the participants, which does not allocate responsibilities to particular 
organisations, but instead focuses on what needs to be done to deliver a viable sys‑
tem (specific allocations could happen later, at the implementation stage).

We report on illustrative recommendations from the sector experts here, but 
the full systemic redesign can be found in Foote et al. (2014a, 2014b), including 
our team’s recommendations to the Glenn Inquiry that were co‑created with stake‑
holders. The System 1s involve operational activities that carry out the main work 
of the transformed system, and include prevention, targeted prevention, response 
and advocacy, which were populated with programmes after an evidence‑based 
review. System 2 enables coordination between the operational activities, so they 
work together rather than undermine each other. This involves service mapping 
and knowledge sharing, as well as developing national best practice guidelines and 
tools that reflect a common language and set of core values. System 3 ensures that 
operational activities are appropriately tasked, resourced and held accountable, and 
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it focuses on improving how funding agencies identify and evaluate programmes 
and initiatives, noting the need for methods to incorporate community perspec‑
tives in decisions about purchasing services and monitoring performance. System 
4 alerts the transformed system to new developments, including threats and oppor‑
tunities, and includes a proposal for a national Family Safety Authority that would 
ensure decision makers are well informed on national and international trends and 
developments. The Family Safety Authority would also standardise data on family 
violence so it can be meaningfully tracked over time and triangulated with other 
data. Finally, System 5 provides a coherent and explicit purpose for the transformed 
system, and arbitrates when there are difficult to resolve conflicts between the need 
for ongoing, high‑performing and well‑resourced operational activities (as judged 
by System 3) and pressure for change to business as usual to meet emerging threats 
and opportunities (identified through System 4). Our sector experts highlighted 
the need for a national policy framework with commitment and ownership across 
political parties, sector stakeholders and Māori. Such a framework would facilitate 
and express broad ‘buy‑in’ to the underlying values, strategies and outcomes driv‑
ing the transformed system to prevent and reduce family violence.

5 Discussion

Having provided an account of our systemic intervention, we now turn to the ques‑
tion of whether the participatory design had created a systemically, socially and 
politically robust vision for a coherent and impactful approach to family violence 
prevention. While the workshop participants were confident that the systemic 
redesign represented an improvement, and our team’s recommendations mir‑
rored stakeholder deliberations about what would constitute a high‑performing  
family violence prevention system, uncertainty existed about how the team’s 
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FIGURE 10.1 The transformed system (adapted from Foote et al., 2014a, p. 36).
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recommendations would be taken up by the Glenn Inquiry and then be presented 
to the government who would be free to accept, reject or ignore any recommenda‑
tions. Overall, there was a clear connection between the systemic redesign and the 
Glenn Inquiry’s People’s Blueprint (minus systems terminology and technicalities, 
which were removed to facilitate accessibility to a more general audience). Also, 
the press release accompanying the publication of the People’s Blueprint contained 
a quotation from Sir Owen Glenn, who had funded the Inquiry. He noted that:

The Blueprint provides the basis of just such a coherent, integrated strategy. 
Now that the Inquiry’s work is done, the challenge is laid down to implement 
it. I am anxious to see the strategy adopted by political parties, across the spec‑
trum, and taken up over the whole of our society.

(Glenn Inquiry, 2014)

Yet, the People’s Blueprint recommendations received a mixed response. The Chair 
of a prominent anti‑violence organisation and former principal Family Court judge 
described the report as “comprehensive and courageous” (RNZ, 2014a). Women’s 
Refuge strongly supported the People’s Blueprint proposals for a single court for 
domestic violence cases and a monitoring agency to ensure outcomes for victims 
and those at risk (RNZ, 2014b). The then Ministers of Justice and Social Devel‑
opment noted that the report contained “useful contributions to the insights and 
information being gathered by officials” and “reinforced the importance of taking 
collective action on family violence” (Beehive, 2014). However, they also pointed 
out that “there are a number of initiatives in place across Government … which 
address the issues raised in this report” and that there was a “ministerial working 
group … taking a broad [whole of government] look at how the Government is 
working on family violence, how effective those interventions are, and what more 
can be done” (Beehive, 2014; Stuff, 2015).

A year after the People’s Blueprint had been published, Sir Owen Glenn 
expressed disappointment that no government official had been in contact to dis‑
cuss the Inquiry’s recommendations, and the widespread public support for change 
that the Inquiry hoped to mobilise was not realised in practice (Stuff, 2015). Nev‑
ertheless, the opposition party Leader, Jacinda Ardern, who would become New 
Zealand’s 40th prime minister (2017–2023), was critical of the government’s 
approach, describing it as “picking off bits without looking at the whole” (Stuff, 
2015). Marama Davidson, who was a member of the Glenn Inquiry, would go on 
to become the Minister for the Prevention of Family and Sexual Violence under 
Ardern’s Labour Party‑led government. She introduced Te Aorerekura, New Zea‑
land’s first national strategy to eliminate family and sexual violence, which pri‑
oritised ‘whole of government’ action, including investment in prevention and 
integrated responses (Joint Venture, 2021).

It was unclear how we should judge the impact of the participatory design. As 
noted, while our sector experts found value in our participatory systems approach, 
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and the Glenn Inquiry had drawn on the accommodations between stakeholders to 
make recommendations, the lack of engagement from politicians and officials in 
the then‑government was puzzling. This was especially so, as our team’s systemic 
intervention was one of a number of initiatives at the time that had attempted to 
articulate a ‘whole system’ solution to family violence prevention. Others included 
the work of Ruth Herbert, who had left the Glenn Inquiry and co‑authored The 
Way Forward (Herbert & MacKenzie, 2014). Indeed, our team was also commis‑
sioned by the government’s Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit to develop 
a ‘whole of system’ evaluation methodology (Foote et al., 2015), and Carswell 
et al. (2020) reviewed New Zealand research on the family violence system for 
the Office of the Auditor‑General. Their report included a chapter on systems 
approaches.

While we were careful to incorporate inquiries into social and political viability 
within our systemic intervention, our understanding of the fateful ways in which 
the family violence prevention sector was nested in or connected to other service 
systems (such as the health, legal and political systems) was limited. Indeed, these 
service systems may have had resource dependencies and overlapping interests or 
interacted with similar stakeholders: it is common for stakeholders to borrow strat‑
egies from, form alliances with or come into conflict with neighbouring systems 
(Laamanen & Skålén, 2015). To what extent was the lack of political engagement 
with the Inquiry report a result of it being seen as a threat to such neighbouring 
systems?

One finding of our ‘formulating the mess’ exercise, early on, was that the  
 ex‑government officials we involved had expressed some concern that the 
then‑government might perceive the independent funding of a public inquiry as 
a challenge to their own policy making rather than an aid to it. If the government 
viewed the Inquiry as unwelcome, then their lack of engagement is quite under‑
standable. Based on what the ex‑government officials told us, we believe that this 
was a significant factor, but it is unlikely that any representative of the then‑gov‑
ernment would admit to it, so it is not possible to validate the claim any further.

We are pleased that the new, incoming government chose to create a national, 
whole‑of‑government family violence prevention strategy, as mentioned above. So, 
the eventual outcome was close to what our participants had planned. However, the 
precise causal relationship between the Inquiry and the eventual policy outcome 
remains unclear, not least because causality in such situations is nearly always 
highly complex, and may be seen differently by different stakeholders (Midgley 
et al., 2013; Foote et al., 2021; Reed et al., 2021): it could be that the People’s Blue‑
print raised the profile of the issue of family violence, so the next government was 
willing to prioritise it; perhaps the Inquiry had influenced some key stakeholders 
participating in the new policymaking; maybe the Blueprint was consulted by civil 
servants; or possibly a whole‑of‑government approach to family violence preven‑
tion had been on the agenda of the incoming government before the Inquiry took 
place. Without further research, it is impossible to know for sure.
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As a general point, it is surprising that many systemic interventions pay only 
cursory attention to the ‘supra‑system’ by (perhaps) noting the big‑picture driv‑
ers shaping the problem context. They often have only a thin understanding of 
the wider considerations that impact systemically desirable and culturally feasi‑
ble change (Checkland, 1981). While this may not be a significant issue for sys‑
temic interventions in local contexts where structural and social viability can be 
addressed with sound processes and shared learning (Midgley, 2000), we suggest 
that future systemic interventions to design national‑level service systems need 
to place greater emphasis on political viability, which means taking seriously the 
machinery of government, including the role of policy sub‑systems in agenda set‑
ting and implementation. While there is a risk that widening the boundaries of anal‑
ysis by ‘sweeping in’ policy or political considerations too early on might lead to 
unnecessary compromises, understanding the context in which the use (or non‑use) 
of any findings or recommendations will be shaped by interests, values and con‑
cerns of policy and political actors is crucial. This analysis may suggest a different 
combination of systems methods to structure systemic redesign, but equally, it may 
point to the need to enrol different stakeholders in either the client, practitioner or 
issue owner roles (Lewis, 2007).

This greater engagement with policy and political contexts will necessarily 
involve dialogue between the systems practitioners and public policy communities. 
However, we are conscious that policymakers face obstacles in using systems ideas 
and methodologies, such as the diversity of systems methodologies and associated 
jargon terms in the literature (Cabrera et al., 2023) and the limited ability of govern‑
ment agencies to adopt systems approaches in the context of business‑as‑usual poli‑
cymaking (Foote et al., 2015; Haynes et al., 2020; Hobbs & Midgley, 2020). It may 
therefore be incumbent on systems practitioners to better understand the tensions and 
trade‑offs (McColl‑Kennedy et al., 2020), conflict over public value (Skålén et al., 
2024) and the role of legitimacy (Kinder et al., 2022) in public service ecosystems.

To support systems practitioners in this endeavour, we propose enhancing the 
theory and practice of boundary critique (Midgley et al., 1998; Midgley, 2000; Cór‑
doba & Midgley, 2003, 2006, 2008; Foote et al., 2007; Midgley & Pinzón, 2011) by 
drawing on theoretical frameworks that clarify the relationships between the system 
in focus and the supra‑system, such as the way Lewis (2007) uses Actor Network 
Theory and Foote et al. (2021) use institutional logics. Indeed, frameworks such as 
Geels’ (2002) multiple level perspective (MLP), Fligstein and McAdam’s (2012) 
strategic action fields and Helfgott et al.’s (2023) multi‑level integrated planning 
and implementation process are possible candidates, given their foci on multiple 
levels of analysis, agents and agency, stability and change, and context. While the 
use of frameworks such as the MLP are common in systemic design practice (Sys‑
temic Design Toolkit, 2021), there is potential here for the wider systems thinking 
community to learn from it.

For example, Simoens et al. (2022) apply the MLP to examine the role of discur‑
sive dynamics within socio‑technical systems, focusing on how certain discourses 
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can lead to lock‑ins, where problem framings become entrenched, making it 
 difficult to implement new solutions or approaches. Indeed, this framework sig‑
nals the importance of niche projects in generating alternative discourses and the 
non‑linear way in which new understandings about problems and solutions can 
challenge, replace or be assimilated into dominant ways of thinking and organis‑
ing. It is highly likely that our use of the VSM (Beer, 1984) was perceived by some 
stakeholders beyond our participant group as making the case for integrated service 
provision rather than addressing family violence prevention as a wicked problem, 
which would require the prioritisation of children, women and Māori. Our alterna‑
tive framing is unlikely to overcome the dominant understanding of systems in 
‘whole of government’ discourses.

Of course, it is an open question to what extent these theories lend themselves to 
“generalizable analytical tools that [actors] can use to develop … strategic assess‑
ments of the sociological contexts in which they act” (Noy, 2008, p. 3). This situ‑
ation creates an opportunity to explore the utility of these frameworks in future 
systemic interventions.

6 Conclusion

Our chapter has reflected on a systemic intervention to engage family violence preven‑
tion stakeholders in a redesign of a system that was considered ‘broken’ and in need of 
transformation. We have illustrated how systemic intervention’s boundary critique and 
creative design of methods can craft an approach that is sensitive to structural, social 
and political conditions needed for a viable approach to family violence prevention. 
In doing so, we have shown how methods drawn from a variety of different systems 
methodologies guided stakeholder deliberations about a transformed system.

Our research contributes to the ongoing discussion about using systemic and 
participative methods in service design, particularly within the domain of family 
violence prevention. We make the case that service systems need to be structurally, 
socially and politically viable, but beyond the meaningful engagement of stake‑
holders, there is a need for understanding how the wider system in which the rede‑
signed service system is nested shapes what changes are considered systemically 
desirable and culturally feasible.

We note the need to enhance boundary critique with frameworks that account 
for social theories of change, and we suggest Geels’ (2002) multiple level perspec‑
tive, Fligstein and McAdam’s (2012) strategic action fields and Helfgott et al.’s 
(2023) multi‑level integrated planning and implementation process, amongst oth‑
ers, as prime candidates for future research on augmenting boundary critique with 
multi‑level analysis in systems practice.

As New Zealand continues to refine its approach to family violence prevention, 
the lessons drawn from this intervention can inform future efforts. This work not 
only paves the way for more systemic and sustainable transformations in social 
policy, but also serves as a model for grappling with similar ‘wicked problems’.
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