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The first of the fundamental impediments to the adoption of systems
thinking is that we are prisoners of our frame of reference. Barry Richmond




Although Systems Thinking has the power to shed new light on our
public health and health systems problems, there are some real-life
challenges to its application.

Health System Stewards:
Information providers and change agents, linking the general public,
consumer groups, civic society, the research community, professional
organizations and the government in improving health of the people in
a participatory way.




1- Aligning (harmonizing) policies, priorities and perspectives among donors and
national policy-makers

In many health systems; tension between short-term goals of donors and long-
term concerns of health system stewards.

Especially International aids (Global funds).

Rare system strengthening concerns are worried in this way. 

They rarely think of system-wide effects (other building blocks) and are rarely 
system level interventions. 

Role of System Thinking?   




2- Managing and coordinating partnerships and expectations among system
stakeholders

Building and supporting partnership is at the heart of applying a systems
perspective to strengthening health systems.

Managing and coordinating those partnerships- and their expectations-
when designing interventions and appraising evaluation findings can pose
a daunting challenge.

Systems thinking should foster a culture of openness so that stakeholders
could express and follow their mandates, priorities and expectations
without compromising health system aims.




3- Implementing and fostering ownership of interventions at the national
and subnational level

Policy resistance; a complex system characteristic

Implementers of policies influence how policies are experienced and their
impacts achieved.

The implementers influence how the policy is translated to implementation
and action.

The Program is good but implementation is beset with problems.

Street-level policy implementers or street-level bureaucrats.




Street level, a sociological term, service providers who work at the
implementation end of policies that they have not designed, and who use
the degree of relatively autonomy that they possess to interpret these
policies and to revise guidelines according to their own priorities.

There are stakeholders (implementers) who feel frustrated by top-down
policy-making and lack a local ownership of policy.

Systems thinking should give voice to these people.

Example: South Africa failed to decrease its Under 5 Mortality even after 10
years.




4- Building capacity at the country level to apply a systems analytic
perspective

Capacity constraints are of main impediments facing systems thinking to 
strengthen health systems:

- Limited multi- and inter-disciplinary technical skills compounded with 
weak research partnership and collaboration 

- Poor quality and availability of data

- The lack of innovative research methods

- Limited skills in building and managing partnerships. 




Innovative approaches to applying the systems perspective

While the challenges to applying a systems perspective are indeed pressing, and
a full understanding of its utility is still in its infancy, there are nonetheless some
vital opportunities for advancing this approach, and examples demonstrating its
value.

Key developments over the past several years have explored and highlighted the
many possibilities of a systems perspective.




1- Convening multiple constituencies to conceptualize, design and evaluate
different strategies

- Initiative on the Study and Implementation of Systems (ISIS);
Greater than the sum: systems thinking in tobacco control (concept mapping)




2- Applying the whole systems view 

- UK government’s Foresight program
whole system approach to obesity and diabetes (whole systems)




3- Developing Knowledge Translation (KT) Processes

A little knowledge that acts is worth indefinitely more than much
knowledge that is idle. Kahlil Gibran

There are similarities between KT and systems thinking.

As with systems thinking, at the heart of KT lie relationships.

KT focuses on developing contextualized knowledge bases, convening
deliberative dialogues and strengthening capacity in order to create new
and common ground for better relationships and partnerships between
researchers and research users (interface between policy and research).




KT works towards both evidence –informed policy making and policy
informed research, systems thinking advocates for more system-
informed decisions and processes across the health system.

As such, there is great scope for learning, alignment and even
hybridization of KT with systems thinking.




4- Encouraging an increased national understanding of health systems
research and increased global support for strengthening capacity in health
systems research

Crucially, systems thinking depends upon an understanding of “the
system” among key stakeholders, and a wider appreciation of health
systems research.

Research community is responsible for this matter.
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