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PREFACE 
 
This review set out to develop a deeper understanding of the Systems Thinking 
method for reviewing the management and operation of public services as currently 
employed by Portsmouth City Council. As part of that review the panel met with a 
range of senior council officers, staff from services which have previously been 
reviewed and professionals from partner organisations with experience of using the 
Systems Thinking method utilised by the council.  
 
On behalf of the Scrutiny Management Panel I would like to thank all those who 
participated in this review and supported us as elected members to get a better 
insight into Systems Thinking and its use by the local authority to drive forward 
progress and innovation in local public services.  
 
During the review we heard a number of impressive examples of how Systems 
Thinking had been used to improve the services provided by the council, ensuring 
they are high quality, responsive and efficient. The reviews we learned about have 
undoubtedly resulted in better public services in our city.  
 
As part of the review, we identified a number of recommendations for considering 
how the Systems Thinking method and implementation can be further developed, 
ensuring the model empowers staff and service users to help shape public services. 
 
I am pleased to commend this report to the Cabinet and ask they give it due 
consideration as part of the political leadership they provide this local authority. 
 
 
Councillor Cal Corkery 
Chair, Scrutiny Management Panel  
 
Date: 17 January 2024 
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Aims of the Review 
 
The aims of the scrutiny were for the panel to be informed of and to review: 
 

 the current approach to the use of systems thinking in Portsmouth City 
Council; 

 The methodology employed within PCC - to include an explanation of 
interventions, how they work and outcomes; 

 How and why interventions are currently commissioned; and 
 Potential future applications. 

 
Recommendations 
 
Recommend that Cabinet: 
 

i. Recognises and thanks the Systems Development Service for the 
outcomes of their work, which has resulted in significant improvements 
to the customer experience and the efficiency of the services that they 
have assisted; 
 

ii. Recognises and thanks the Systems Development Service for the 
outcomes of their work with partner agencies, which has resulted in 
similar improvements to the customer experience and the efficiency of 
the services that they have assisted;  
 

iii. Recognises that engaging with staff is an embedded part of the 
Systems Thinking methodology.  However, it is requested that the 
methodology is reviewed with a view to identifying and implementing 
any further opportunities that may exist to further bolster or enhance 
this engagement and involvement; 
 

iv. Recognises that the perspective of service users is considered as part 
of the current Systems Thinking methodology. However, it is requested 
that consideration be given to how service users could be more actively 
involved in the process where appropriate; and  
 

v. Invites Cabinet Members to ensure Systems Thinking reviews be 
considered as an option where appropriate should it be identified that a 
process could be improved. 
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Background 
 
The topic for the review and a draft scoping document was considered and agreed 
by the Scrutiny Management Panel on 14 September 2023. 
 
It was understood that the systems thinking methodology had been widely used in 
some parts of PCC to review and redesign services.   
 
The panel agreed that the review be completed via a Task & Finish Group, with a 
draft report to be presented at a formal meeting of the panel in late January or early 
February 2024. 
 
The Task and Finish Group met three times on: 
 
23 November 2023 - An introduction to Systems Thinking at PCC  
(Presentation at Appendix 2) 
 
The Task & Finish Group learnt about the Systems Thinking methodology at PCC, 
how it operated and the role of the Systems Development Service. 
 
List of witnesses/contributors 
 

 James Hill- Director of Housing, Neighbourhoods & Building Services 
 David Adams - Lead Interventionist 
 Eddie Stray - Lead Interventionist 
 Jim Lines - Lead Interventionist 
 Warren Norville - Interventionist 

 
Members present 
 

 Cllr Cal Corkey 
 Cllr Graham Heaney 

 
4 December 2023 - Practical Examples of the use of method at PCC 
Presentations at Appendices 3 and 4 
 
The Task and Finish Group received three case study presentations from senior 
leaders who had commissioned a systems thinking intervention which demonstrated 
how the approach worked in practice.   
 
List of witnesses/contributors 
 

 David Adams - Lead Interventionist 
 Jim Lines - Lead Interventionist 
 Colette Hill - Assistant Director (Neighbourhoods) PCC 
 Kaylee Mowatt - Team Manager Community Independence Service (PCC) 
 Clare Scholfield - Clinical Director of Sexual and Reproductive Health, Solent 

NHS Trust 
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Members present 
 

 Cllr Cal Corkey 
 Cllr Graham Heaney 
 Cllr Abdul Kadir 
 Cllr Emily Strudwick 

 
4 January 2024 - Consolidation of the information received and forming of 
recommendations. 
 
The group met to consider the draft report, evaluate the information received during 
the review and ask further questions of officers to enable it to form conclusions and 
recommendations. 
 
List of witnesses/contributors 
 

 James Hill- Director of Housing, Neighbourhoods & Building Services 
 David Adams - Lead Interventionist 
 Jim Lines - Lead Interventionist 

 
Members present 
 

 Cllr Cal Corkey 
 Cllr Graham Heaney 

 
The wider context 
 

 
 
Systems Thinking is applied to a wide range of systems. Examples of its application 
include environmental science and ecology; manufacturing, notably in Japan since 
the 1950s; and in public sector services around the UK and beyond. 
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The local picture 

 

 
 

 
 
Over time, PCC has been able to internally grow its own capacity to do this work, 
thereby negating the need to use Vanguard and in 2015 set up the Systems 
Development Service. 

   
  The council currently has a small team of internal staff who support this work - the 

Systems Development Service, which sits within the Housing, Neighbourhood, and 
Building Services (HNB) Directorate but is available as a PCC-wide resource and 
also can work with commissioned services and PCC partners.  
 
Evidence and Conclusions 
 
The current approach to the use of systems thinking in Portsmouth City 
Council. 
 

 
 

 
 
It was understood by the Task and Finish Group that there was a misconception that 
some more junior officers viewed the process as a top-down management tool.  The 
service did not believe that this view was widely held and explained that the process 
was very much the opposite of top-down change.  In fact, in some instances, it had 
been managers who had been more resistive, as the process challenged much of 
the thinking that characterises conventional management, and, as a corollary, 
service-design and measurement choices.  
 
The Task and Finish Group learnt that the service had never been offered 
commercially, although there was an unwritten agreement that any requests for 
assistance from organisations with close links to the council would be considered on 
their own merits.  On previous occasions a day rate had been charged. 
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In terms of how applicable the Systems Thinking model was, it was often said that 
the methodology did not work for all services or processes.  However, with some 
slightly different approaches the model could be, and had been, adapted to a variety 
of service areas.  
 
An example of this breadth is illustrated below: 
 

 Local Authority Housing Repairs 
 Sensory Impairment Service (assistance for those with sight and hearing 

loss) 
 Residents' and businesses' planning applications 
 Food, warmth & hygiene grant scheme for Covid-affected residents 
 IT Service Desk 
 Recovery Hub (substance-misuse service) 
 Anti-Social Behaviour 
 Community Independence Service (occupational therapy-led rehab) 
 Green & Clean 
 Sexual Health Service 

 
How and why interventions are currently commissioned. 
 
Interventions were requested for a number of reasons, although most commonly 
when there was a belief that an existing process was no longer believed to be fit for 
purpose or could be improved upon.  This was the case with the sexual health 
service and the Green & Clean team case studies.  The task and finish group also 
considered a case study in respect of the Community Independence Service (CIS) 
which was a new service that had been designed from the outset with input from 
one of the council's Lead Interventionists. 
 
Green & Clean Team 
 
The Green and Clean systems work started with a intervention in the cleaning 
service following consistent complaints about the quality of the cleaning service. The 
work moved naturally to cover other aspects of estate services including the 
grounds maintenance services and a single purpose led service - Green and Clean 
emerged.  
 
Community Independence Service 
 

 
 

 
 
Sexual Health Service 
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The effectiveness of the methodology employed within PCC 
 
Engagement during reviews  
 
In terms of employee engagement during a review, the interventionist would liaise 
with the senior leader to ensure that employee representations were representative.  
However, as the service under review was studied from point of customer demand 
to completion, the work carried out by numerous staff members in varying roles was 
observed 'live' and discussed with them first hand. This was a standard element of 
the 'Check' phase. 
 
The Task and Finish Group discussed in detail the importance of all staff feeling 
engaged in any service review and emphasised the need for communication 
channels which ensured that they felt listened to and that their views were fully 
taken into account. 
 
In respect of service user involvement, it was explained that the heart of the process 
involved viewing the service from the customer's perspective, including the 'failure 
demands' they placed on the service (demands arising from a failure to do 
something, or failure do something right for the customer). These demands reveal a 
lot, both implicitly and explicitly, about what matters to a customer.  Service users 
were asked questions and feedback was sought from them to inform the review.   
 
Service user feedback was also sought on proposed changes.  Previous experience 
had demonstrated that a lot of people did not know what changes would be most 
effective at the outset of the intervention and often the most effective changes had 
been different to those suggested by officers and service users at the outset. 
 
The Task and Finish Group learned that to date, service user involvement as part of 
Systems Thinking service reviews had largely taken the form of council officers or 
other professionals trying to understand the service provided from the perspective of 
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the service user. The Task and Finish Group discussed how service users could be 
more actively involved in reviews themselves.  
 
The context of the co-production agenda within Health and Social Care was 
discussed and it was noted there were potential methodological contradictions 
between co-production and Systems Thinking as currently implemented by the local 
authority.  It was suggested such possible tensions could be overcome through the 
inclusion of service users within the intervention review teams.  
 
The Task and Finish Group learnt about end results in respect of the case studies 
scrutinised: 
 
Green & Clean Team 
 
This intervention realised many benefits and embedded a culture of continuous 
improvement.  Decision making about work that was required was put in the hands 
of those on site undertaking the work.  For example, a schedule which involved 
cleaning floors that were already clean but not a door that was dirty no longer 
existed.  Instead, an allocated time was given and elements that needed to be 
cleaned would be. 
 
Some key improvements included: 
 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 
 
  

 
 

 
 
 

; 
 
 Bulky refuse - 

 
 
 

 
 
Cultural improvements:  
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.  This 
 

 
  

 
Community Independence Service 
 

 
 

 
 
The performance at PCC can be seen in the graph below, derived from a case 
study.  This illustrates that a client of Adult Social Care's had been in regular contact 
with the directorate's services over many years. After 12 months' support from CIS 
in 2019/'20, however, the client no longer contacted the directorate's services 
because he had finally achieved the independent-living outcomes that he had long 
desired.  This helped illustrate the cost-saving impact on the wider health and care 
system. 
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Contrasts in the operation between a typical Adult Social Care Rehabilitation 
Services and PCC's CIS service are summarised below: 
 

 
 
Sexual Health Service 
 

 
 

  
  
 

 
  
  
  
 

 
  
  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
The Task and Finish Group wished to place on record its thanks to those who had 
taken the time to share their experiences and success using the council's Systems 
Development Service. 
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The Task and Finish group was impressed by the outcomes detailed, which had 
delivered significant improvements in service and improvements to the customer 
experience. 
 
Recommendations:  
 
That Cabinet: 
 

i. Recognises and thanks the Systems Development Service for the 
outcomes of their work, which has resulted in significant improvements 
to the customer experience and the efficiency of the services that they 
have assisted; 
 

ii. Recognises and thanks the Systems Development Service for the 
outcomes of their work with partner agencies, which has resulted in 
similar improvements to the customer experience and the efficiency of 
the services that they have assisted; and 
 

iii. Recognises that engaging with staff is an embedded part of the 
Systems Thinking methodology.  However, it is requested that the 
methodology is reviewed with a view to identifying and implementing 
any further opportunities that may exist to further bolster or enhance 
this engagement and involvement. 
 

iv. Recognises that the perspective of service users is considered as part 
of the current Systems Thinking methodology. However, it is requested 
that consideration be given to how service users could be more actively 
involved in the process where appropriate.   

 
Potential future applications 
 
The Task & Finish Group noted that the Systems Thinking methodology used by the 
Systems Development Service could either be utilised in its standard form or tailored 
where necessary and adapted to work successfully with a wide range of different 
services and processes.  
 
At the same time, the Task and Finish Group noted the method may not be best 
suited for all circumstances and it was important that services retained flexibility 
when it comes to dealing with their own situations.  
 
With this in mind, and the successes achieved, the Task & Finish Group was keen 
that the Systems Development Service be considered as an option should 
processes need reviewing. 
 
Recommendation:  

 
v. That Cabinet invites Cabinet Members to ensure Systems Thinking 

reviews be considered as an option where appropriate should it be 
identified that a process could be improved. 
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Integrated Impact Assessment 
 
An Integrated Impact Assessment is not required in respect of this report and its 
recommendations, as no new policies or services are proposed. 
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Budget and policy implications of the recommendations 
 

The following table highlights the budgetary and policy implications of the recommendations being presented by the panel: 
 
 Recommendation 

 
Action By Budget & Policy 

Framework 
Resource 
Implications 
 

1 Recognises and thanks the Systems Development 
Service for the outcomes of their work, which has 
resulted in significant improvements to the customer 
experience and the efficiency of the services that they 
have assisted. 
 
 

Cabinet N/A N/A 

2  Recognises and thanks the Systems Development 
Service for the outcomes of their work with partner 
agencies, which has resulted in similar improvements 
to the customer experience and the efficiency of the 
services that they have assisted. 
 

Cabinet N/A N/A 

3 Recognises that engaging with staff is an embedded 
part of the Systems Thinking methodology.  However, 
it is requested that the methodology is reviewed with 
a view to identifying and implementing any further 
opportunities that may exist to further bolster or 
enhance this engagement and involvement. 
 

Systems 
Development 
Service 

N/A None identified 

4 Recognises that the perspective of service users is 
considered as part of the current Systems Thinking 
methodology. However, it is requested that 
consideration be given to how service users could be 

Systems 
Development 
Service 

N/A None identified. 
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 Recommendation 
 

Action By Budget & Policy 
Framework 

Resource 
Implications 
 

more actively involved in the process where 
appropriate. 
 

5 Invites Cabinet Members to ensure Systems Thinking 
reviews be considered as an option where 
appropriate should it be identified that a process 
could be improved. 
 

Cabinet Members 
and Directors, as 
appropriate and 
based upon need. 

N/A The Systems 
Development 
Service is an 
established team 
within the council 
that is free to be 
commissioned by 
any service area.  
Workloads and 
scheduling of 
interventions are 
managed within 
the team. 
 


