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Foreword from the Centre for Effective Services 

This toolkit is one of the resources to be produced as part of the Goal 

programme for Public Service Reform. The Programme began in 2015 and 

involves CES partnering with government departments in Ireland and 

Northern Ireland, to support them to deliver on their ambitious public 

service reform agendas. The Youth Mental Health Pathfinder Project is 

one of nine projects in the Goal Programme to introduce and test new 

approaches in addressing some of the most pressing social policy 

challenges faced by public services in Ireland today.  

A growing body of international and national data on the mental health of our young people 

is of huge concern to us all. Rates of youth suicide and self-harm in Ireland are among the 

highest in Europe. The ‘15 Days’ report, which can be found on our website here, tells the 

story of how a cross-government, collaborative approach was used to put a spotlight on the 

issue of youth mental health. This Toolkit provides valuable advice and direction on the 

tools and methods used in this collaborative approach. It is a practical, step by step 

companion to the ‘15 Days’ report, which makes explicit what tools, tips and approaches 

can help implement an effective collaborative approach.  

In reading and using this toolkit, it is important to keep in mind the idea of a pathfinder 

itself. Firstly, it involves carving a new route, or way through unexplored territory. The 

second purpose is to provide guidance for those who may make a similar journey, and that 

is the purpose of this toolkit. To provide practical advice, support and tools for those 

engaging in the often challenging work of collaborating across silos and boundaries to solve 

difficult problems.  

The ‘15 Days’ report and this toolkit are an honest account of the real challenges presented 

by collaboration, easy on paper but harder to execute in the busy, messy world of policy 

making. While the focus of this work is youth mental health, the approach and tools will be 

of interest and relevance to a wide range of policy challenges which require a collaborative 

approach.  

We welcomed the opportunity to be part of the Pathfinder project team, to support 

colleagues in the public service in planning how services can work together to improve 

mental health outcomes for young people in Ireland. Our role involved providing access to 

both national and international expertise, knowledge of how the issue has been approached 

in other jurisdictions, practical tools and support in using and analysing data.  

One of the commitments of the Goal programme is to share learning from the experience of 

new approaches in public services across government in Ireland and Northern Ireland. We 

thank the authors for capturing this experience and sharing these tools in a way that is 

insightful, engaging and offers practical guidance for colleagues and other government 

departments charged with collaborating on problems of similar scale and complexity.  

Nuala Doherty 

Director, CES  

http://www.effectiveservices.org/downloads/CES_Pathfinder_261017.pdf
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Introduction to the Toolkit 
Some of the toughest challenges facing governments seem intractable. They go beyond the 
capacity of any one organisation to understand and respond to; and, there is often 
disagreement about the causes of the problems and the best way to tackle them.  

The challenge of improving mental wellbeing of young people in Ireland is one such complex 
issue. The Irish Government picked this topic to be one of three high profile Pathfinder 
projects at the heart of its ambitious Civil Service Renewal Plan.   

A small team in the Department of Health was charged with finding new ways to work 
together on this issue. Convinced that there was a better model than establishing a two-
year committee, they decided to use an accelerated, collaborative problem-solving model 
and a diverse team of frontline staff and policy makers. 

The full report ‘15 days: A practical guide to leading accelerated, high impact collaboration 
in the Irish Civil Service’ is the story of how the 12 Pathfinder group members used their 15 
days of working together to get to the heart of the problem and come up with a small 
number of actions that would have a disproportionate impact on the underlying problem. 
This report also details how they engaged senior leaders to act on their findings and 
recommendations.  

The report and this supporting toolkit provide a ’how to’ case study and guide for public 
servants in departments and agencies who are trying to work across boundaries to develop 
and implement policies on ‘wicked issues’.  

The purpose of this toolkit is to support public servants who are interested in adapting and 
applying this methodology. The toolkit has four main elements: 

1. A section that explains the origins and design of the project. 
2. More detail on how we carried out each of the 6 phases of the project and the 

thinking behind elements of the design. 
3. An in-depth explanation of the tools used through those steps. We explain all 18 

problem-solving and collaboration tools, why we used them, with examples of the 
outputs they produce. 

4. A section that reflects on what worked well, and what we would do differently next 
time. 

  

http://effectiveservices.org/downloads/15_Days_Report_Final.pdf
http://effectiveservices.org/downloads/15_Days_Report_Final.pdf
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The approach: Accelerated, collaborative problem solving  
The Pathfinder approach uses an accelerated problem-solving approach modelled on 
methods and approaches used in the British Civil Service and by the Institute for 
Government in London. The Department of Health commissioned external support to help 
design and facilitate the main phases of the project. The Centre for Effective Services, Peter 
Thomas Ltd and Andrew Templeman Ltd provided this support. 

Origins and adaptation of methods used in the Pathfinder project 

The models and experience drawn on to design the project came from three main sources:  

1. Models of collaborative problem solving that were developed primarily in Britain and 
have since been adapted and extended globally: 

 The British Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit (PMDU) priority review model. These 
problem-solving reviews were used to develop the right actions for delivering 
key priorities – from developing the initial policies to solving practical problems 
of implementation.  

 The capability building model that was developed by Andrew Templeman in 
Britain to follow up the findings of the UK capability reviews of government 
departments. This model drew on civil servants from 5 or 6 departments to work 
together (for a day a week for 12 weeks) to acquire and use new skills to solve a 
key business problem sponsored by one of the departments.  

 British civil service policy schools designed to build the capability of policy 
makers to develop better, more innovative policy making by working openly 
across the system. Andrew Templeman pioneered these highly rated 
development experiences rooted in looking at policy issues from expert, frontline 
and practitioners’ perspectives.1   

2. Accelerated learning principles drawn from cognitive science about how people 
learn best, augmented by research into capability building carried out by the 
Institute for Government in London.2 

3. A workshop planning and design framework developed by Peter Thomas that 
captures accumulated learning from designing and running over 300 workshops at 
all levels of the public sector. 

The shape of the project: 15 days spread across a mix of whole team workshops and 
work in three smaller groups  

From the outset we planned a mix of working in smaller groups, around a spine of intensive 
one-day workshops with the whole Pathfinder group. This approach was designed to deal 
with the reality that all Pathfinder group members have demanding day jobs. Even though 
they had already committed a day a week to work on this project, it is always difficult to mix 
the demands of a day job with an additional project. In practice, they are not given any less 
to do in their day job by their line managers so we relied heavily on their engagement, 
commitment and discretionary effort. This remains one of the big barriers to effective, 
collaborative working across a system. 

The rationale for working in three small groups was simple: 

1. It substantially eases the practical challenge of coordinating diaries and planning 
work around demanding day jobs. 

                                                      
1 https://civilservice.blog.gov.uk/2016/03/15/what-weve-learned-from-policy-school/ 
2 Kidson (2013) 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/
http://www.effectiveservices.org/
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2. You get three different perspectives and angles which ensures challenge and 
triangulation.  

3. You can cover more ground, more field visits, interviews and workshops. 
4. It ensures everyone has to be active. 

Each smaller group was picked to give a mix of backgrounds and departments, and each had 
one member from the core support team. The role of the core team member was to bring 
additional time and capacity to convene, facilitate and sometimes organise the work of the 
group. However we were very clear that they were to be a full and equal member of the 
team regardless of grade. 

 

15 days - six phases  

The 15 days group members gave were spread over six distinct phases 

 Phase 1: A traditional analytical period reviewing current policy, data and evidence.  

 Phase 2: An initial burst of two group days in two weeks – kicking off the project, 
getting a focus, sharing key tools and approaches, and bringing some stimulus in 
from the frontline. The smaller teams met up a couple of times during this phase.  

 Phase 3: A period of five weeks where the small teams were carrying out their 
fieldwork. There were no whole-group days during this step.  

 Phase 4: A period of analysis over four weeks to bring the findings together and 
develop outline solutions – organised around two whole-group days.  

 Phase 5: A final, increasingly intense sequence of whole-group days over eight 
weeks, further processing findings, developing initial solutions – testing these with 
stakeholders and decision makers, and building a strong narrative case for change. 

 Phase 6: Producing and presenting the final report, iterating and improving 
solutions. This flowed into continued engagement with system leaders to deepen 
buy-in and progress key decisions even after the formal end of the project. 
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The Pathfinder process: Six phases and eighteen tools.  

 

  Source: Peter Thomas 
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The external advisors designed the process, and facilitated the whole-group workshop days. 
They had regular review sessions with the core team to take stock of progress: what was 
working, and what wasn’t. This included coaching the core team on using the pinpoint 
method and other tools so that they were able to better support their small teams – as well 
as testing the outline facilitation plans for each whole-group day. 

About the tools 

The core tools used throughout the Pathfinder are drawn from the playbook of the British 
PMDU of the 2000s. These tools have their origins in various disciplines of management 
science, advisory company practice, product design and innovation methodologies.  

What was unusual about their use in PMDU was the quality and discipline with which they 
were deployed. Long after delivery units and strategy units are closed, these methods are 
the legacy of those interventions. Essentially, they are better ways of working, analysing 
problems - transformative routines in the jargon of the academic literature on capability 
building.  

Tools help people and teams to work collaboratively 

Our experience on the Pathfinder showed that tools can help teams to work more 
productively. Structured problem solving helps you focus on what matters most. Without an 
explicit and appropriate scope for the project, it is very hard to make progress. You need 
careful planning and design to enable productive team working. In the case of the 
Pathfinder, most of the team hadn't worked together before. Using tools ensured every 
individual made a significant contribution and had strong ownership of the 
recommendations. 

To come up with better solutions you need to look at the issue from different angles. This 
can also help to energise and even inspire teams. Finally, we learned that in order to engage 
senior leaders with our proposals, we had to be creative and take risks in how we 
communicated. Throughout the project we drew on two types of tools – problem-solving 
tools and collaboration tools.  

Problem-solving tools  

The problem-solving tools we used are shown and explained in the step of the project when 
we first used them: 

1. System mapping 
2. Journey mapping 
3. Process mapping 
4. Scope sheet 
5. Issue Trees 
6. Lines of Enquiry 
7. Productive fieldwork 
8. Pyramid story telling 
9. Report slide pack 
10. Visualisation 

Collaboration tools 

Throughout the six phases of the project there were eight main collaboration tools that we 
used. Most of the tools can be used at more than one phase of the process: 
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1. Temperature test 
2. Pinpoint open card call 
3. Stimulus 
4. ‘Take a panel’ 
5. Rating and voting 
6. Digging into an issue 
7. Templates 
8. Tradeshow 

Each tool is explained and illustrated as we tell the story of each phase of the Pathfinder 
project.  

Building lasting capability that changes practice and culture  

Lasting reform inevitably demands the building of capability that outlasts the immediate 
reform programme. Research by the Institute for Government into successful reforms found 
that specific reforms transformed the civil service by introducing new behaviours, 
attitudes, routines, assets and ways of working.3  

Any external advisers must design projects as means to co-develop powerful new ways of 
working, changing behaviour and acquiring tools that will build the wider capability of the 
government. Some of these may often be adapted from successful reforms elsewhere in the 
region or internationally. But they must always be adapted to the local context. To do this 
requires in-depth understanding of the context in which they were developed and 
successful, and how that differs from the context into which they are being adapted and 
adopted. 

The relatively neglected literature on capability building draws significantly on behavioural 
studies of organisations and has coined the term 'organisational routines'. 

...repetitive patterns of activity that constitute the ways in which the organisation 
has learned to co-ordinate its activities.4 

Behaviours are based on routines; organisations learn these routines by encoding 
inferences from history into routines that guide behaviour - includes structure of 
beliefs, culture, codes that reinforce those routines. They are capable of surviving 
considerable turnover in individual actors.5 

Researchers have distinguished ‘enabling routines’, which underpin continuous 
improvement and even transformation, from ‘defensive routines’ which perpetuate the 
status quo.6 It is the degree to which people take on new (transformative) routines and 
apply, evolve and teach them to others that are most relevant to the design of change and 
capability building interventions.  

A deliberate part of the design of the Pathfinder group was to introduce problem-solving 
and collaboration tools to the group, and for the core team especially, equip them to use 
these tools and build them into their personal practice. 

                                                      
3 Panchamia and Thomas (2014)  
4 Tranfield, Duberley, Smith, Musson and Stokes (2000)  
5 Levitt and March (1988) 
6 Tranfield, Duberley, Smith, Musson and Stokes (2000)  
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A conscious effort to work together differently  

A distinctive element of this Pathfinder project was the emphasis put on collaboration, 
group working and facilitation methods. Over time the ambition is to develop in-house 
capacity in the Department of Health to provide the design and facilitation capability to 
support this way of working. For this project, that expertise was provided by the external 
advisers. 

Our approach to design of group working is based on the principles of the accelerated 
learning movement in the USA. This takes a more person-focused approach drawing on 
cognitive science to break away from traditional workplace learning methods. Their 
approach is consistent with the conclusions of capability-building research and boils down 
to five principles – in which people learn best: 

1. In a positive physical, emotional and social learning environment, one that is both 
relaxed and stimulating; 

2. When they are totally and actively involved and take full responsibility for their own 
learning. It is not a spectator sport but a participatory one; 

3. In an environment of collaboration. All good learning tends to be social; 
4. When they have a rich variety of learning options that allows them to use all their 

senses and exercise their preferred learning style; 
5. From doing the work itself in a continual process of real world immersion, feedback, 

reflection, evaluation and re-immersion.7 

These principles encourage the use of peers and practitioners as a source of ideas and 
insights. They demand collaboration and dialogue between peers as equals rather than a 
lecture from one to another. They require time to stand back and reflect on progress and 
ways of working. We set out explicit rules of engagement and our intentions about how we 
would work together.  

Designing the sequence of whole-group workshops 

The final ingredient in the alchemy of collaborative group working is to think carefully about 
what sequence, shape and progression of workshops, and which tools will enable the group 
to make progress. The workshop design and sequencing was developed by the author Peter 
Thomas on the back of over 300 workshops and events run across the public sector, and 
experience of alternative methods used in business consultancy, policy labs, and design and 
innovation workshops.  

                                                      
7 Meier (2000) 
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Exhibit 4. The framework used to shape design of the 15 days process  

 
Source: Peter Thomas 

Resources and support for the project: The core team and external advice 

The resource model for the Pathfinder envisaged external support to help co-design and 
deliver the programme. The Department of Health engaged CES (Centre for Effective 
Services) and two external advisors, Peter Thomas and Andrew Templeman, who were 
appointed to work to develop and support the way of working in Phase 2.  

A core team was established and the external advisors worked closely with them to co-
design workshops and tailor support to the smaller teams. The core team was an essential 
mechanism for: 

 Ensuring we adapted the methodologies to the context, capability and culture of the 
local system; 

 Transferring skills and building capability in the Department of Health; and, 

 Ensuring external advisors were only used where they added value. 
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Top Tips - Setting up the project 
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Phase 1: Ground clearing  
Days 1, 2 and 3 
 

The defining lines around ‘youth mental health’ are vast. One of the first challenges for the 
Pathfinder group before they could dive into solutions was to figure out where things stood. 
This first phase of the process had less structure and shape than later phases.  

Main Activities in Phase 1 

Table 1: Getting a Focus: Activities and outputs 

Activities  Outputs 

1. An analysis of the scope of policy commitments relating 
to youth mental health. 

Draft Analytical Report 

2. An analysis of the public funding for youth mental 
health from central Government 

A preliminary estimate of 
total spending 

3. An analysis of accountability lines for different youth 
mental health services 

Draft Report 

4. An emerging picture of the qualitative and quantitative 
evidence around the experiences of young people 
accessing services in Ireland 

Draft Report 

Source: Authors of this report 
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Clearing the ground 
This ‘ground clearing’ phase was slow-going. Building a picture of what was happening 

across a complex inter-connected system was one thing, interpreting and drawing insight 

from that picture proved quite another. However, after a number of weeks this work had 

begun to emerge into four work packages:  

1. An analysis of the scope of policy commitments (and documents) relating to youth 
mental health. 

2. An analysis of the level of public funding for youth mental health from different 
central Government sources. 

3. An analysis of the complexity of accountability lines for different aspects of youth 
mental health services. 

4. An emerging picture of the qualitative and quantitative evidence around the 
experiences of young people accessing services in Ireland.  

The picture that emerged showed that an already complex system was made more complex 
and harder to navigate by the volume of priorities and initiatives and the number of 
different government actors and agencies involved. However, it was the evidence review 
that created the time to seek insights – if Ireland had one of the highest rates of youth 
suicide in Europe then something was stopping, limiting or reducing the effectiveness of 
Government action.  

At this juncture, the group paused for its first internal review. This was the first of several 
facilitated ‘stepping-back’ discussions during the process and aimed to let the team start to 
form a collective view around two things:  

1. What does better look like?  
2. And what’s getting in the way of achieving it?  

This thinking would continue to develop as the project continued and the team built a 
stronger evidence base with some consistent themes throughout the project. 

At times, the far-reaching scope of this phase was challenging for the team. The process also 
felt a little uncertain without a firm sense of what the final products would be. However, the 
absence of specified outputs in these early weeks allowed the team to take the time to build 
a solid picture of the current approach to youth mental health. This meant that the group 
could lead purposeful enquiries in the next steps – really getting under challenging ‘why’ 
and ‘how’ questions with the groups they engaged with. And it helped them to engage with 
the frontline to develop constructive solutions in later phases.  

This broad scope and somewhat fuzzy start had two positive side effects. It:  

 Helped to level and equalise the knowledge and information across the group; and, 

 Allowed time for team members to get to know each other.  

The ground clearing phase is an immensely important prerequisite – however dull or 
mechanical it may feel. The discipline of an investment in understanding what is out there, 
what the landscape of government policy is, what has been learned from other countries 
experiences etc. pays back repeatedly. Returning to revisit the materials from that phase 
paid dividends through the later phases of the project.  
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Phase 1 - Top Tips in ground clearing 
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Phase 2: Getting a focus  
Days 4 and 5 
 

One of the key success factors for an accelerated problem-solving review is establishing the 
right scope. Without an explicit and appropriate scope for the project, you will be unable to 
make progress: either because the scope is so wide you are only scratching the surface with 
generalities, or because it is so narrow that you are likely to miss critical issues. 

This is an uncertain phase and hard to plan. You cannot be sure how well each activity will 
go. It can be tempting to force an arbitrary specificity onto the group working on the 
problem to make sessions easier to organise and run. However, shoddy foundations will 
crumble later so you have to hold your nerve. 

 

Main Activities in Phase 2 

Table 2: Getting a focus: Activities and outputs 

Activities  Outputs Tool 

1. Stimulus from front line   
to challenge thinking  

Insights into different 
perspectives 

Collaboration tool: 
External Stimulus 

2. Initial mapping of the 
system, process and 
client/service user 
journeys 

Different perspectives on the 
system and client/service 
user experiences 

Problem-solving tool: 
System mapping 

Problem-solving tool: 
Journey Mapping 

Problem-solving tool: 

Process mapping 

3. Establishing the scope of 
the review – the problem 
we are trying to solve 

Problem statement Collaboration tool: 
Temperature test 

4. Complete a scope sheet to 
clarify the scope 

Problem scope Problem-solving tool: 
Scope sheet 

5. Generating ideas about 
key drivers, issues 

Longlist of issues for the 
Issues Tree 

Collaboration tool: 
Pinpoint 

6. Creating Issue Trees to 
structure our thinking 

Issue Tree and key 
hypotheses 

Problem-solving tool: 
Issue Trees 

7. Thinking about what 
success would look like 

Success criteria for the 
project 

Collaboration tool: 
’Take a panel’ 

Source: Authors 
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Identifying the problem 

For the Pathfinder group the dilemma they faced was that even with the ground clearing 
work they had carried out and their different professional perspectives and experience on 
the issue of youth mental health - they were conscious that they had only started to look at 
the issue. With all ‘wicked issues’ the scope and complexity of the issue is potentially 
overwhelming.  

This phase was designed to enable the group to challenge and expand their perspectives on 
the area in focus, and to formulate a key issue (or problem statement) that was good 
enough to allow them to proceed. 

 

 

Problem-solving tool: External stimulus 

For the Pathfinder group to take a fresh look at long-standing challenges, it is obvious that 
they will have to look differently at the problem and understand the perspectives of other 
people in the system. They did this by looking at customer experiences, mapping customer 
journeys, mapping the system – and hearing from people in different parts of the system. 

Having a diverse group is a good start but the process must be designed to go further. 
Hence, the emphasis on service users, frontline staff, case studies, and hearing from 
practitioners and thinkers about the issues. Perhaps the biggest challenge is helping the 
group to be open to hearing different, challenging and sometimes upsetting perspectives 
that don’t fit their own view or experience. Open-minded listening is a core value for this 
type of process. 

At three of the whole-group days we used small panels of frontline line workers to bring 
their experiences and perspectives. This is an essential part of enabling the Pathfinder 
group to look at the issue from different angles, from outside the perspective of their day 
jobs. The Pathfinder team heard a variety of perspectives, including GPs, academics, 
psychotherapist and a school principal.  

  

The crucial test for the key issue that will frame the problem-solving review is that 
if it were successfully addressed would it have a disproportionate impact on the 
area we are looking at – youth mental health. It needs to be narrow enough to be 
tractable, yet cover enough ground to get to the key issues. Formulating such an 
issue is an art, not a science.  
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Using the stimulus 

You need to help the group reflect on and process what they have heard from these panels 
in a way they can draw on later. 

 We use the simple device of asking each person to reflect on what they have heard 
and write down 3 or 4 key points, each on a different post-it note. 

 You then just cluster them and photograph. 

 

Problem-solving tools: System, journey and process mapping 

System, journey and process maps are different tools that can be used to illustrate different 
experiences and perspectives of the issue. The whole team started with an initial briefing on 
the concept of mapping with some worked examples; then each team met up and tried to 
work up some form of mapping. We were permissive about whether it was more service-
user, system or process oriented. Finally, the whole group then came together, reviewing 
each map in turn – which generated valuable discussion. However imperfect the team felt 
their maps were, the value of them as fuel for thinking is shown by how clearly they were 
reflected in the Lines of Enquiry (see page 32) for fieldwork.  

Using systems and journey maps  

 
Source: analysis by Pathfinder group  

The system map produced by one group was combined with a client/service user journey 
based on an anonymised case shared by one of our frontline ‘stimulus’ providers. It shows 
how the various transitions, breaks in communication and feedback, lack of clarity of 
responsibilities across the system can lead in some cases to a very poor response to one 
young person’s distress. 

Collaboration tool: Temperature test 
The temperature test is a tool that can be used at different phases of the process. At the 
beginning of day 5 we took stock of how the group was feeling about the project. We used 
the temperature test tool to check: 
 

 That we had the right focus; 

 That the project was going to be manageable. 
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The first of our regular temperature tests showed that the team could see the value of the 
approach. People were worried about the scope and scale of work required and slightly 
awed by the review’s ambition. How realistic was it to aim for practical actions that would 
make a difference if accepted and implemented? 

Using the temperature test 

The temperature test is a great way to find out what the mood in the room is - which then 
lets you adjust and re-plan what you are going to do with a group for the rest of the session. 
It’s a very natural way to ensure everybody takes a position – and then feels relaxed about 
sharing why they feel as they do. There is something about the physical act of putting a dot 
on the board which gets engagement, and lowers the bar for then having a discussion. It is 
an excellent tool for opening any focus group. 

Rather than have an open discussion shaped by whoever speaks first, you manage the 
plenary discussion by picking some of the dots on the chart and asking people who had their 
dots there to explain what was on their mind when they put their dot there. In some ways, 
where they put their dot doesn’t really matter – it’s just a device for allowing everyone to 
have a point of view. The key is that the facilitator of this discussion asks very open 
questions “what did you mean? can you explain that a bit more?” – rather than judging or 
arguing back against what people are saying. It also ensures the whole group has listened to 
how their colleagues are feeling, and can calibrate their own mood with that of the group. 

We tended to have a temperature test at the start of most of the whole-group days - as it is 
a really good way to see what the mood is and what the group was happy or anxious about. 
Sometimes we reshaped the rest of the day to make sure we focused on what was of 
concern to the group and needed more attention. 

How to do the temperature test 
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Establishing the scope 

Getting agreement on the scope is critical to making progress. We discussed the criteria we 
were going to use to determine what a ‘good’ scope looks like for this project: 

 It relates to the outcomes you want to achieve. 

 It is framed positively and specifically… ‘how do we…’ 

 It is not so narrow that you could miss key issues. 

 It would engage ministers, frontline staff, clients/service users and carers. 

 It’s a representative issue – your findings will be transferable and scalable. 

 It encompasses pipeline (prevention) as well as pool (acute). 

 It can be measured, albeit through proxies. 

 The measure allows you to find variations across the system that provide insights. 

Then each of the three teams worked by themselves for 20 minutes to try to propose a 
scope for the project that met the criteria. 

We came back together to review and discuss each proposed scope. Following that, the 
elements that we liked the best from each of the proposed scopes was rated.  

Then we started the tricky discussion to see if we could draw the different elements that 
had the highest ratings and turn them into a single scope that met the criteria. We opted for 
the ‘how do we’ formulation to frame the issue because it is more positive and solution 
oriented. 
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Agreeing the scope for the Pathfinder project 

 
Source: Pathfinder group 

This discussion requires preparedness to listen to each other, to respect the elements that 
had the highest ratings, and to allow time for different member of the group to propose, or 
try to reframe a scope that might fit. In this case that took about 15 minutes. But if it 
needed to take an hour, then you must just stick with it until you get a scope that works for 
enough people. Or you decide you need a break to rethink and reflect on why it is not 
possible to get agreement. You cannot move onto the next steps until there is a good 
enough framing of a scope that hits most of the criteria. It is the guiding star for the 
project. 

Problem-solving tool: The scope sheet 

Following the first whole-group day, each smaller team took the key issue and used the 
scope sheet tool to clarify the scope and what that would mean in practice. This discipline of 
setting out the ‘scope on a page’ includes: 

 The problem statement: the basic question to be resolved. The basic question brings 
focus to the analytic work. The more specific the statement the better – but not so 
narrow that key levers to solve the problem are missed. 

 Perspective/context: Comments on the “situation” and “complication” facing the 
delivery system, e.g. recent performance. 

 Decision makers: Who decides whether to act upon the projects’ recommendations 
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 Criteria for success: The basis on which decision makers will decide whether or not 
to act on the reviews recommendations, e.g. timeliness, practicality, impact etc. 

 Other key stakeholders: Who else could support/derail the proposals? 

 Out of scope: Indicates what will not be included in the project. 

 

Problem-solving tool: The scope sheet 

 
Source: Internal PMDU documents 

 

Too often a team will fill in this sheet in a shallow way - not really challenging whether the 
question is framed right, or be explicit about what is out of scope. Thinking hard about who 
will make decisions to act on the findings of the review, or will need to accept the diagnosis 
can have a big impact on who you choose to engage through the project. The questions can 
seem quite simple to answer - but it is tough to really challenge whether your answers are 
meaningful. 

Having an initial brainstorm on the key issues, drivers, levers and barriers 

With the problem scope - ‘the issue’ - in mind, and thinking back to the ground clearing 
work as well as the initial frontline perspectives, the team downloaded their ideas on what 
they thought would be most productive to look at through the review. This is the necessary 
step before trying to construct a Logic Tree or problem structure. 

Collaboration tool: Pinpoint 

We used the Pinpoint facilitation method to ensure the whole group had time to download, 
contribute their own ideas, and feel ownership of the processing and clustering of the ideas 
that the group generated. The value of this tool is it ensures everyone understands and sees 
the connections between each other’s ideas and reactions. 
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Collaboration tool: Pinpoint open card call 

 
Source: Pinpoint Facilitation UK, adapted and augmented by Peter Thomas 

This tool can look disarmingly simple - and it is depressing to see people use it who have not 
been trained in the key principles and factors that make it productive. A crucial part of 
working in the way we did through the Pathfinder project is to invest in building the 
capability of your own staff to design and deliver workshops and use tools like pinpoint 
effectively. There are some crucial do's and don'ts to using Pinpoint card calls: 
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Top Tips for using Pinpoint  

 
 

Problem-solving tool: Using Issue Trees to structure the problem and focus further 
research 

The next step in the project was to try to bring some more structure to our thinking about 
the issue by using the Issue Tree tool. Issue Trees help you structure and focus your 
thinking, and shape the analysis and fieldwork that will deliver most value. There are two 
variants: 

1. Data driven – Why? This starts with the problem and decomposes it to arrive at a 
solution 

2. Hypothesis driven – How? Starts with a potential solution and develops a rationale 
to validate or disprove it 

Issue Trees are the link between a problem statement/scope sheet and a list of manageable 
questions that can be explored through fieldwork and research. 

It is essential to keep the effort on the Issue Tree proportionate. You are looking to get the 
starting point of the problem 80% right, then explore further and iterate – it is pointless and 
wasteful to seek perfection. The aim is to focus your efforts on what is most important. You 
should challenge your tree by asking ‘so what’ but also ask what you have forgotten. 

As you develop your tree you will be continually iterating it – by switching between 
hypotheses, theories and data. You are aiming to eliminate non-essential issues in order to 
focus your research and analysis on what is most likely to add the most value. 
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Issue (or Logic) Trees and why to use them 

 
Source: Internal PMDU document  

Each team worked up an Issue Tree in order to bring it back to the next whole-group 
workshop. This was perhaps the hardest tool for some to use. We needed to spend longer 
than we did introducing the concept and letting people practice with a more simple version 
before trying to apply to an issue as complex as mental well-being. 

Producing and discussing Issue Trees 

 
Source: Pathfinder group 
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The Issue Trees were discussed and compared in turn at the second whole-group workshop. 
Despite the mixed feelings about this tool, it fuelled a productive discussion. Many of the 
seeds of the ideas that ended up as the 5 areas for action were sown in this extended and 
informal group discussion. The Issue Trees and system maps enabled the group to process 
and reflect in a fruitful and thoughtful way. 

Something we would do differently when we run this method again is to spend formal time 
training the core team in the main tools, and have a 'core tools' day for the Pathfinder group 
before they start the project proper. This would have helped those who found the tools less 
easy to grasp and apply. The Issue Tree and Lines of Enquiry were the two tools that would 
most benefit from this pre-training. 

What would success look like? 

Having immersed ourselves in scoping the issue, thinking about key drivers and structuring 
the issue, we deliberately stood back from that and asked ourselves the questions:  

 What are we trying to achieve with this project?  

 What will the system be like in 18 months’ time if we were successful? 

The reason for doing this - is to keep reminding ourselves what the point is. It also is a good 
way to re-energise the group after some tough sessions trying to bring structure to the 
problem and our work. We used the ‘take a panel’ tool for this exercise.  

Collaboration tool: ‘Take a panel’ 

This is a great way to give people time to reflect individually – and then understand some of 
their colleagues’ perspectives whilst drawing out common themes and areas of difference.  

‘Take a Panel’ in action 

 
Source: Peter Thomas 
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Everything needs to be written down on the panels, making analysis easy after the session. 
Too often you can have a good session and conversation but have lost all the detail and 
language of the conversation in a few scribbled lines on a flip chart. Templates fix this 
problem in a natural and easy way. They also allow people to think and reflect on their own. 
Again, too often workshops are designed for the 50% of people who like to talk and develop 
their ideas through interaction - but they are no use to those who like to think before they 
speak. Their ideas are often better, so give them time and space to think. 

The other advantage of this method is it ensures everyone must take a position - it is very 
rare that someone refuses to fill up their panel - they look around and see others 
participating and do the same. It means that everyone in the room has a point of view, and 
position. It is a really good way to lead into group discussion where people share their 
answers and identify common themes and patterns. So, people are also listening to each 
other’s point of view. 

If after the ‘take a panel’ exercise and group discussion you then use the Pinpoint tool to 
generate ideas - they will be much richer and different from what people would have 
produced if you asked them for their ideas when they came into the room. 

What we thought success would look like in 18 months’ time: 

Children and families at risk are identified early, resulting in better outcomes. 

No wrong door - system working together. Clear pathway of care - triage-single point of 
entry. 

And what we hoped people in the system would say in 18 months’ time: 

I felt like I had ownership, some means of control of the situation - I could see there being 
a positive ultimate outcome. 

The drop-in clinic in school allowed me to have a quick chat with psychologist/guidance 
counsellor - it was user friendly. 

 
Phase Two: Top Tips in getting a focus 
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Phase 3: Digging into the problem – Fieldwork  
Days 6, 7 and 8 
 

This phase of the project required tough choices about what elements of our issue we most 
needed to investigate: our key Lines of Enquiry. We had to make that call on the basis of 
what we thought most likely to provide insights into the most significant problems and 
generate ideas about potential solutions. Following that, we had to work out the most 
productive but practical mix of further research and fieldwork that would shed light on 
those elements. With only three whole days for fieldwork we had to use it wisely. 

The clarity of our project scope and the quality of the initial Issue Trees were the crucial 
foundation for this phase. But it is inevitably an uncomfortable moment. You are forced to 
prioritise on the basis of imperfect knowledge in a way that can feel arbitrary and rushed for 
some. Those who found the idea of Issue Trees harder to grasp, also found this phase hard.  

Main activities  

Activities  Outputs Tool 

1. Identifying key Lines of 
Enquiry and planning the 
fieldwork to examine them 

Lines of Enquiry and plan of 
the fieldwork and research 
needed to examine them 

Problem-solving tool 7: 
Lines of Enquiry  

2. Setting up and carrying out 
Interviews, focus groups, 
workshops, secondary 
analysis  

Choice of interviews, field 
visits, interview and topic 
guides                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Problem-solving tool: 
Productive fieldwork 

3. Setting up field visits – 
creating case studies 

Evidence, examples, case 
studies, stories 

Problem-solving tool: 
Productive fieldwork 

4. Analysing evidence Refined hypotheses, 
emerging conclusions and 
solutions  

Problem-solving tool: 
Productive fieldwork 

Collaboration tool: 

Pinpoint 

Source: Authors 
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Developing a focus and plan for our fieldwork and analysis 

Too often fieldwork degenerates into a series of opportunistic visits, with lots of interesting 
conversation with whoever is available. After a whole series of such visits - the team get 
together and try to make sense of what they have heard. Such open visits can have some 
value in the earlier explorative phase of a review - but the whole point of the discipline of 
establishing a problem scope, and developing Issue Trees it to be very clear what we already 
have enough evidence and insight on to allow us to confirm or refute hypotheses from our 
Issue Tree, and instead focus on where we need additional information or validation. 

The discipline of Lines of Enquiry - and approach of purposive sampling ensure that the 
limited resource we have available for research is used to greatest effect. You are talking to 
people, visiting projects and organisations with a specific purpose in mind. Of course, you 
still use open questions and remain open to finding different insights and new Lines of 
Enquiry. 

Problem-solving tool: Lines of Enquiry and purposive sampling  

The term Lines of Enquiry was confusing for some – it’s a higher-level focus than specific 
questions we might frame for particular interviews. The idea is to focus on the most 
important issues that you have identified in your exploration of the problem in scope, 
often drawing heavily on the Logic Tree. Then you ask how far we already have data and 
evidence that can address Lines of Enquiry – and spot where we lack evidence or need 
greater insights. Then we can target our field work on the most valuable Lines of Enquiry 
that will focus and guide our further research and fieldwork. 

Using Lines of Enquiry and sampling to focus research 

 
Source: Implementation Unit - basecamp induction materials, Cabinet Office, 2016 

This was where the value of the ground clearing phase became very clear, along with the 
different perspectives and experiences of the Pathfinder group members themselves. The 
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wider this exploration, and more diverse the perspectives on the whole system, the better 
the Lines of Enquiry are likely to be. 

Different teams found creating key Lines of Enquiry easier than others. This tended to 
reflect the state of development of the Issue Tree – Issue Trees are sometimes a hard 
concept to turn into practice and it can take time before they make sense. Once the Tree 
has reached a reasonable point it is very helpful in enabling the team to identify key Lines of 
Enquiry.  

We were also working under time pressure which made it harder. However, we made a 
strong progress in all teams with some very good Lines of Enquiry. We encouraged each 
team to borrow or draw on Lines of Enquiry generated across the group, and then return to 
their Issue Tree to narrow it down and make it tractable in the fieldwork.  

Some felt uncomfortable that they were narrowing things down before they had a chance 
to explore things more thoroughly, but it’s essential to remember the 80:20 rule at this 
point.   

The priority at this point is: 

 To pick a focus for your further research and fieldwork that clearly fits into the 
overall issue we are addressing; 

 To test the fit/overlap with other groups – and make sure you know what each other 
are doing – duplication of issues is fine – as it will provide useful triangulation and 
additional examples, but we need to avoid approaching the same people or areas for 
interviews and fieldwork. 

Generating the key Lines of Enquiry  

 
Sources: Pathfinder group 

The advantage of working in three different groups, was that they generated connected but 
distinctive Lines of Enquiry and by reviewing each other’s Lines of Enquiry the group could 
reflect and acknowledge where there was some fieldwork or Lines of Enquiry that would 
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overlap and therefore where the teams needed to manage the planning of their field work 
carefully. 

Problem-solving tool: Planning and carrying out productive fieldwork 

Practicalities of time, diaries and availability are crucial in a time limited project – so once 
you make an initial call on where and with whom you need to see to explore your Lines of 
Enquiry, it is important to briskly get on and set up fieldwork sites and some key interviews, 
and focus groups. You can refine your questions and issues you want to raise in specific 
interviews and focus groups nearer the time.  

Because the core team was embedded in the smaller working teams they were able to 
ensure there was no duplication of activity, and that joint field work could be planned 
where it could support Lines of Enquiry from more than one group. 

You can do more than just interview people as part of fieldwork, for example:  

 View the front-line/operations of the organisation/service 

 Talk with service users/clients/people 

 Do focus groups 

 Talk to key delivery partners 

 Get a tour of the geography, location, facilities, function 

 Interview people who are not the usual “suspects”: including front-line, middle 
managers as well as the “senior” people 

 Wander around, have a look, listen and observe 
 

Getting the most out of fieldwork 

It is essential to plan fieldwork with a purpose that will add value: you want to collect, test, 
and challenge the data and get the sorts of data and intelligence you can’t get elsewhere. 
Policy may be national, but delivery is always local. Our three key messages to the teams to 
bear in mind were: 

1. You want to know more about how services are delivered, what things look like and 
feel like for patients, young people, their families, their support networks, the 
people and organisations working with them. 

2. You want a sense from them of what’s working, what’s not and why. You want to 
capture case studies, effective practice and interventions, great quotes, new and 
better ways of working, inspirational stories, key insights, unforeseen consequences 
and all the local flavour and texture “hard” data can’t give you. 

3. You want to know more about what helps makes real change and improvement 
happen locally, in a faster, more effective, efficient way. 

Some simple disciplines and structures are crucial to the successful capture of evidence 
during field work: 

 Do headline write-ups of visits for the record and share with other team members 
and your other teams when you get back to base. 

 Make time to process and reflect on what you are seeing as you go – for example 
note down the top five things that strike you immediately after each interview; or 
schedule a one hour download each day. 

 Keep interview notes for every session, type up as bullet points, they are more 
accessible and shareable. 

 Agree a naming protocol for files you all understand and use. 
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 Capture key quotes, insights and illustrations in your notes. 

 Always produce “product” from workshops - photographs save time and effort. 

 Make sure your team is sharing the load on evidence capture across your visits and 
interviews. 

 Make time to test against the key Lines of Enquiry and the Issue Tree.  

The team needs to be careful to plan enough time to enable them to: 

 Share, reflect and iterate across the team 

 Share tips, techniques and learning with colleagues 

 Work up their emerging story and key finding/reflections 

 Assign the critical pieces of evidence that illustrate and support the story as they pull 
the story together 

 Prepare what the team will share with/reflect back to your host before you leave 
site. 

 

Developing case studies 

Part of the fieldwork involved looking deeper at specific cases. This was done through a mix 
of desk research, field visits and interviews. These cases were picked as examples that 
appeared to be successful efforts to deal with some of the core issues and problems we had 
identified in our problem structure and Lines of Enquiry. The challenge in the development 
of case studies is to get under the skin of the alchemy of the successes they have had, as 
well as understanding the problems they faced and how they have been overcome. This 
helps avoid the danger of assuming that something which worked in one place will work in 
another place. Context, key individuals and other drivers are often a crucial factor that is 
hard to replicate. 
 

Phase 3 – Top Tips for fieldwork  
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Phase 4: Analysis and outline solutions  
Days 9 and 10 
 

This is a pivot point in the project. Over the previous four weeks the group had spent three 
or four days each in their smaller teams exploring their Lines of Enquiry. This outward 
looking and interactive phase is invariably a highlight of the project for most people.  

But having worked in smaller teams creates a challenge of how best to come back together 
and look across what the three groups have done. How do we pick out the patterns, 
contradictions and insights that could inform our thinking about solutions? Will it make 
sense as a whole? Or have groups gone off in different directions that can’t be pulled back 
together? 

We had to move on from gathering evidence and insights to analysing, processing and 
challenging our findings – and then start to assemble the single story they need to tell.  

Main Activities in Phase 4 

Table 4: Bringing it all together: Activities and outputs 

Activities  Outputs Tool 

1. Each group prepare a visual ‘tradeshow’ 
that summarises their fieldwork and the 
insights and conclusions that are 
emerging. 

Whole group knows 
about the fieldwork 
each other have done 

Collaboration 
tool: Tradeshow 

 

2. Explore, review and discuss the emerging 
findings of each group. 

Group makes 
connections, identify 
patterns and 
contradictions 

Collaboration 
Tool: Tradeshow 

 

Collaboration 
Tool: Pinpoint 

3. Start to create a single story of our 
findings. 

Skeleton of the story 
of our findings 

 

4. Produce a first cut of most promising areas 
for taking action that would have an 
impact on the problem we’ve identified. 

Outline of potential 
areas for action 

Collaboration 
Tool: Pinpoint 

 

Source: Authors 
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With everyone back together for the first time in four weeks it was important to: 

 Allow time for initial reflection on how people feel about their progress;  

 Help them reconnect with each other; and,  

 Gauge their mood.  

The second of our regular temperature tests showed how much people had got out of the 
fieldwork, and that they were feeling positive about getting clear enough on the key issues 
to start thinking about solutions. 

There were three elements to this demanding six-hour workshop, but we had to be flexible 
about how long each would take. There was no certainty that the findings would come 
together in a way that made sense as a whole. There was a danger that some people would 
become detached or disengaged if they did not feel ownership of the overall picture.  

Preparing a visual tradeshow 

Each team had prepared a visual ‘tradeshow’ of what they did and what they found in 
advance of day nine. We toured each group in turn, taking three hours in total to hear from 
each small group about what they had done, what they had found - clarifying, discussing 
and adding ideas to their boards. This generated plenty of additional insights, reflections 
and connections between different groups work. It is important to let these discussions flow 
without imposing too much structure - and judging when there is enough value from the 
discussion and moving on is the key role of the facilitator. Part of this judgement comes 
from keeping a close eye on the energy and engagement of the whole group. Listening 
carefully and thinking can be surprisingly tiring. 

Bringing it all together – a six-hour workshop 

 
Source: Internal Pathfinder evaluation report 

Collaboration tool: Tradeshows 

The idea of tradeshows is to get stimulus that stretches the thinking and perspectives of the 
work of the group. This is done by carefully selecting people with a valuable story to come 
and talk through their perspective, project, experience or point of view. Ideally you want 
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them to bring some visual materials, or examples and pictures of what they are talking 
about. However, in other cases, simply allowing people a safe space to tell their story is 
sufficiently compelling.  

For large group events, you will often run as many as six to eight tradeshows in parallel, 
multiple times - with the audience able to go to three or four of the tradeshows. This is an 
energetic, efficient, physical way to introduce people to get stimulus that extends their 
thinking and ideas - and gives them some choice to pursue their own areas of interest. They 
will generally run from 20-30 minutes - with at least half the time for discussion and 
conversation.  

By running multiple shows at one time you break what might be a large group into smaller, 
more personal and engaging conversations. You don’t use PowerPoint, and aim to capture 
the key points of a conversation as you go by jotting them down on the boards. 

Creating the skeleton of the unifying story about our findings  

Next, we addressed the difficult task of trying to work out a framework or structure that 
could apply to our three sets of findings and unite them in a single story. This was again 
quite loosely facilitated once we had established clarity about the purpose of the discussion. 
After 20 minutes a productive plenary discussion we reframed our story into ‘four buckets’: 

1. We have an army of people involved in this but no-one is directing it 
2. We need to reach into homes, families and communities and we know how 
3. We can make services smarter by managing them as a system 
4. Schools can be a hub for the cultural transformation that is needed 

This is a tricky moment in the project that cannot be rushed or over managed. Potentially, it 
could have taken us the rest of the workshop to try to come up with the right overarching 
story. If that is how long it took, we would have had no choice but to keep going until we 
had something good enough, that most of the group agreed did the job. The story evolved 
further as we worked over the following weeks – but this version was good enough for the 
group to be happy to move onto the next steps and feel clear about the whole story. 

Then we returned to our smaller teams in order to re-shape our findings under the new four 
headings of our overall story. After about 30 minutes we shared progress in plenary and 
tested whether it worked well enough – and it did. The role of our smaller teams was 
clarified to now taking forward the development of the story in the ‘bucket’ that best fit 
what they had done so far, with the core team taking on a fourth bucket which straddled 
the others. 

The speed at which we were able to re-shape our findings in the new story structure 
reflected the quality of the ‘four buckets’ that came out of the previous step.  

Developing a first outline of areas for action that could address our findings 

Having assembled a reasonable re-hanging of our overall story, the final challenge was to 
download our early ideas about the sorts of actions that would address our key findings and 
have the impact we sought on our ‘key issue’. We used the ‘Pinpoint’ method to generate, 
process, cluster and prioritise ideas we had to give us an initial view on key areas for action 
that would address our findings. 
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Our first cut at the key areas for action 

 
Source: Internal Pathfinder evaluation 

Lessons and Top Tips 

The key discussion seeking to frame a single story that pulls our findings together can be 
difficult. How well it goes reflects the strength or otherwise of early foundations created in 
the project – both of content and way of working. This project was able to make that step 
quickly for four main reasons: 

 A common foundation. Each team’s Lines of Enquiry started life connected to the 
same ‘problem statement’ and each team was conscious of the high level problem 
structure.  

 Understanding each other’s perspectives. The previous task of sharing ideas and 
listening to each other’s perspectives had provided stimulus for everyone, so their 
ideas were evolving.  

 Analytical capability. It is no coincidence that the member of the team who had 
previous experience of using the ‘structured story telling’ tool allied with a very 
strong analytical brain was able to reflect on the discussion and propose a single 
story – which after a fairly short discussion we decided was good enough for us to 
move on and test.  

 Respect, trust and open-minded listening. By now the group had a good level of 
mutual respect, and was good at listening to and responding to each other’s 
perspectives. The structure proposed was not one person’s opinion – instead it was 
their intelligent synthesis of the different ideas people in the group had put forward. 
People accepted it because it reflected their own ideas and those of the rest of the 
group. 



 41 

Phase 4 - Top Tips for fieldwork 

 
Source: Authors 
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Phase 5: Developing the story and the areas for action  
Days 11, 12 and 13 
 

Highly structured slide packs can be a powerful way of communicating stories based on 
reviews and findings. Slide packs should tell a very clear story and use compelling evidence 
and data visualisation to support the story. We used the tools behind these approaches to 
ensure the Pathfinder project would convey its findings and conclusions. 

Main Activities  

Table 4: Developing and testing the story and areas for action: Activities and outputs 

Activities  Outputs Tool 

1. Pulling the story and 
actions together 

Draft ‘story pack’ Problem-solving tool: 
Pyramid story telling 

 

Problem-solving tool: 
Report slide pack 

 

Problem-solving too: 
Visualisation 

2. Testing the story and 
outline actions with 
senior stakeholders 

Feedback on story and outline 
areas for action, what needs 
to be better explaining, or 
justified. 

Collaboration tool: 
Temperature test 

 

Problem-solving tool: 
Report slide pack 

 

Collaboration tool: 
Templates 

3. Refining the story, more 
intensive work to 
develop the areas for 
action. 

Revised ‘story pack’ more 
granular articulation of 
proposed areas for action 

Collaboration tool: 
Digging into issues 

4. Planning how to land 
the report  

Design for session with senior 
leaders 

N/A 

Source: Authors 
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Problem-solving tool: Pyramid story telling  

Most private sector and public sector applications of structured story telling draw their 
structure and logic from the same source, ‘The pyramid principle: Logic in writing thinking 
and problem solving’ by Barbara Minto.8 The structure of S-C-Q-A: Situation, Complication, 
Question and Answer helps you structure your argument and engage an audience’s 
attention so that they are interested in your answers.9 

The pyramid principle: Stacking up the story 

 
Source: handbookofawesome.com accessed 11-2016 

1. Situation – where are we now? “For a long time we have been…” 

Start by telling your audience something they already know. This helps establishes 
relevance. As soon as they are asking themselves “I know this – why are you telling me?” 
you have them hooked. You now have an opening for the Complication. Typical 
situations are “we have a task to perform”, “we have a problem” and “we took an 
action”. 

2. Complication “Recently the situation has changed…” 

What happened next? The Complication creates tension in the story you’re telling. This 
trigger the Question you will ask. Typical complications: “something is stopping us 
performing the task”, “we know the solution to the problem”, “a solution to the 
problem has been suggested” and “the action we took didn’t work”. 

3. Question “So what should we do?”  

The Question arises logically from the Complication and leads into the Answer. Typical 
questions: “what should we do?”, “how do we implement the solution?”, “is it the right 
solution?” and “why didn’t the action work?” 

4. Answer “We need to…”  

The Answer to the Question is the substance of your main point. Summarise it first – 
complete your introduction – then break it down into details and write the main body of 
your presentations. 

This structured approach tests and challenges the logic of the story very hard, as well as 
questioning the quality of the key evidence and analyses that underpin it. It is a very 
different discipline from the standard drafting and crafting of prose in civil services. The 

                                                      
8 Minto (2008)  
9 handbookofawesome.com  
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example from a project PMDU supported in the Department of Health in Britain shows the 
different levels at which the situation, complication resolution applies in practice. 

Structured story telling: Example from NHS waiting times project 

 
Source: Adapted from internal PMDU documents 

Applying this approach to the Pathfinder story was helped hugely by the fact that the core 
team had one member who had used this approach in the UK.  

Problem-solving tool: Report slide pack 

Telling this story through a slide pack, rather than the usual prose report, reinforces the 
discipline of clarity of flow of the story and the pyramid principle. This can easily get lost in a 
conventional report. 

On the level of the entire presentation, you want to state your main message and key 
findings on the very first slides, and say that you will be justifying these throughout the 
show. Think about why people are listening to the presentation in the first place and what 
the vital pieces of information they need are. Present these first. 

On the level of individual slides, you always put the most powerful argument as the title of 
the slide, and then justify it in the slide itself with sub-arguments and data.  
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Every slide has to do a job 

 

Source: handbookofawesome.com  

Basically, the titles should be so insightful and self-contained that the audience could 
understand the key findings of your presentation just by reading the headings! A good way 
to approach this is to start out by writing only the titles of the slides, then seeing if they 
form a coherent and convincing storyline. 

In each case, make sure you group your sub-arguments logically so that they relate to each 
other and actually back-up your main statements. Ideally, they will pre-empt the most 
obvious questions from you audience. 

The structure we used for our report slide pack 

 
Source: Pathfinder Group 

This approach works well in prose. If you write down the key points from each slide you 
produce a summary of the entire report. This example is taken from a report summary by 
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the now defunct Audit Commission in London, which used the pyramid principle with great 
enthusiasm when producing its research reports.  

Problem-solving tool: Visualisation and 'killer slides' 

Using visuals, colour, quotes, key analyses and so called ‘killer charts' are all part of the 
alchemy of producing an impactful, coherent and compelling story.  

The discipline of pyramid story telling demands that they support the crucial turns in the 
story or bring to life the key point being made in that part of the story. 

This feels more natural when done as part of a slide pack, rather than a civil service written 
report, which can tend to encourage authors to default to usual civil service drafting norms 
and lose the discipline of pyramid story telling. 

The group used highly visual slides to convey the key messages  

Source: Pathfinder group 

 

The characteristics of a 'killer chart' 
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Source: Internal PMDU document 

Planning, preparing and delivering a ‘pitch’ 

However good the story pack, it can all be lost in the failure to make the best use of the 
time you have with your audience. Some key points from the guidance for the group on 
preparing their ‘pitch’ and making the most of the session with stakeholders included: 

1. Run to time. It is always better to finish early. It is important to structure around the 
time you have and your core coverage. Rehearse to test content and timing.  

2. Sort out a strong opening and think how you get and keep attention 
3. Evidence, illustrate, support. Support your argument with the killer stat, the key quote, 

the telling insight…  
4. Closing. Know what you’re going to say. Don’t just fade away… 
5. Choreography. Think hard about your audience. Who presents? Room set up and 

acoustics? Prepare for, manage and use questions. 

Finalising and testing our story pack with stakeholders 

The Pathfinder group now only had a few days to work up a substantive ‘story pack’ that 
they would present to a panel of senior stakeholders to get feedback, and a reality check on 
findings and emerging solutions. 

Each small team was allocated part of the story, and the area for action that most resonated 
with their work so far. The core team played a crucial role in preparing, editing, challenging 
and quality checking the emerging material, but even so when we reached the morning of 
the day on which they were to present the story to the stakeholder the team was under 
pressure to knit the different parts together. 

The four hours before we were due to present to stakeholders was spent finalising and 
preparing to present the story. This was a high-pressured session with many group 
members feeling they did not have enough time to work through the material and polish 
the slides we were using to tell the story, but they got everything prepared in the end. 

Testing our story pack with senior stakeholders 

 
Source: Pathfinder group 
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One of the tools we used in this session was to give each panel member a simple form - a 
template - and asked them to log their thoughts as they listened, and asked them to rate 
each element of the story as we paused at the end of the story. This ensures they are 
encouraged to listen with a purpose, and articulate their reactions and provide some 
explanation on why they thought what they did. It makes them take a position, and help us 
understand that position. By writing it down as they listen they are less likely to be overly 
influenced by other panel members. 

Collaboration tool: Templates 

We developed templates based on the different tools, and used them in group work. 
Templates work really well as they give people some time to reflect and think on their own. 
Everyone has a point of view or a position to take into the next stage of discussing or 
sharing their thoughts. The huge benefit of templates in a problem-solving project is that 
they create a record, so you can do further research and analysis, and be sure you captured 
each person own words and position. You can include ratings, rationales for ratings - or use 
the frameworks you might also use in the 'digging into an issue tool' to get people to reflect 
on an issue, problem or solution using a particular framework or perspectives. It is 
important to remember to collect up everyone’s completed templates before they leave the 
room. 

Reflecting on the stakeholder session and discussing how to respond to the feedback 

By now we had a firmly established routine of making time to reflect, allowing people to 
take stock of what went well, what didn’t go so well, what we heard, and what we should 
do with what we heard.  

The group felt encouraged whilst remaining self-critical about what they thought could be 
done better in the future. They were to apply these reflections when they planned the final 
report back to decision makers four weeks later. 

Then we mapped out the steps that needed to be taken between now and the next whole-
group session. One important task was for the core team to check back through earlier work 
including ground clearing and fieldwork to check that we have carried the critical stuff and 
our best evidence and examples into the slide packs – have we got the vital 3-5 things 
covered in each part of the story. 
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Phase 5 - Top Tips for developing the story 
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Phase 6: Final reporting and planning implementation  
Day 14 and 15 
 

The core team continued to edit and revise the story pack pulling together additional 
comments and content from the whole group. The group had identified six to seven ‘areas 
for action’ which were in essence the main recommendations emerging from the groups 
work. Three open sessions were run for anyone who was available to thrash through each of 
the areas for action – duplication and overlap in the story was dealt with, and the clarity of 
argument from conclusion to areas for actions was improved. 

Main Activities  

Table 6: Final reporting to decision makers: Activities and outputs 

Activities Outputs Tool 

1. Final test of the story Agreement that it is fit 
for purpose 

Collaboration tool: 
Temperature test 

2. Iterate areas for action  Stronger, clearer areas 
for actions 

Collaboration tool: 
Rating and voting 

 

Collaboration tool: 
Digging into issues 

3. Plan how to engage senior 
leaders 

Session plan Collaboration tool: 
Tradeshows 

4. Present final report to senior 
leaders 

Agreement to act on 
findings 

Collaboration tool: 
Tradeshows 

Source: Authors 
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Finalising the story and improving the areas for action 

When we reassembled as a whole group, we started off by running through the latest 
version of the full slide pack. We then paused to take the temperature of the group to see 
how they felt about progress and the further work needed before being ready to present to 
the six Secretaries General a week later. 

The group then prioritised which areas for action they thought we should spend the rest of 
the day working on. We used a very simple rating tool to ensure that the group was working 
on what they thought mattered most, and was clear why they had chosen those areas to 
work on. This approach ensured continued ownership and engagement of the group. 

Collaboration tool: Rating and voting 

There are a wide range of tools to help groups filter, then prioritise or evaluate. We only 
used a very simple variant of these tools in the Pathfinder, but such tools are always a very 
good way to flush out the different criteria that are in people’s minds. You get them to vote 
or rate a number of ideas or issues and then explore why they voted how they did, in a short 
plenary discussion afterwards. That final discussion is often so valuable it is worth running 
for as long as 30-40 minutes. Other times 5-10 minutes is plenty before moving on. Making 
these judgments in real-time is the real value of the facilitator’s role. If you are not sure you 
can throw the question back to the group 'have we got enough from this discussion or 
should we keep going/move on?’. 

You can take a slightly different - and more thorough approach - start off by getting people 
to generate ideas about criteria for rating options, then get them to rate which criteria are 
most important. Finally, you get them to apply those criteria to rate a number of options, 
actions or solutions they may have identified, then discuss why they rated them how they 
did. 

Collaboration tool: Rating and voting 

 
Source: Peter Thomas 
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We spent most of the rest of day working on actions. Initially in smaller groups to improve 
the action; then in plenary we reviewed each action. This took more than an hour for each 
area for action. 

Collaboration tool: Digging deeper into issues 

This collaboration tool is nothing more complicated than a clear framework or perspectives 
from which to test our understanding around an issue or proposed area for action. The real 
value of this tool is making time to iterate, question and develop our collective 
understanding of a problem, an issue or a proposal. There are a large number of potential 
templates and frameworks that can be used to structure this work. The template used by 
the Pathfinder team is presented below.  

Collaboration tool: Digging into issues 

 
Source: Authors 
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Further work to refine the areas for action that need further development 

 
Source: Pathfinder group 

At the end of the day we spent 30 minutes planning how to run the session with the 
Secretaries General in a week’s time, who would do further work to revise the pack – mainly 
the areas for action we had been working on. We agreed it was essential to pre-circulate the 
story pack to allow the Secretaries General time to read beforehand. This left just two 
working days to finish and proof the pack. The core team took responsibility for this final 
push. 

Presenting our final findings to senior leaders 

There is a well-established style and format for presenting proposals to senior leaders in 
most civil services. That format tends to be static, passive, unengaging and too often, 
unproductive. Our group agreed that we should have the courage to run these sessions as 
we have run the rest of the project – active, innovative and engaging. Resolving to make 
senior leaders stand up, move around the room, vote with sticky dotes, and sit on chairs in a 
semi-circle for discussions without a table felt risky and unusual. 

The team started by presenting the Pathfinder process, analysis and findings – five members 
of the team did this with tremendous discipline (they had practiced and timed themselves). 
This was made much easier by the fact that all senior leaders had received the report three 
days before the meeting, and all had read it. 

We then ran two tradeshows in parallel (where two team members talked through the key 
elements of the area for action in 6 or 7 minutes, and then discussed, answered questions 
and engaged with two of the senior leaders). We did this to allow a more intimate 
discussion and to avoid the reactions of one senior leader colouring the reaction of all of 
them. This was done standing up – with notes captured on the tradeshow boards as we 
went emphasising to the senior leaders that their thoughts and reaction were being heard 
and taken seriously. The two tradeshows then flipped to do the same thing again with the 
other two senior leaders. Keeping everybody standing up makes it more like a conversation 
and less like a passive presentation. 
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We used a similar approach - but in plenary – for the final two areas for action. 

Finally, we asked each senior leader to rate: 

 The overall story on a scale of 1 to 4, where 4 was ‘spot on’. 

 Rate each area for action as to whether it was: 
- In the right direction 
- Had the potential to make a difference to the key issues 
- Worth investing more effort in to develop further. 

We then explored why they rated the actions how they did – to make sure we understand 
why they liked what they did, and what their reservations were on some of the actions. 

Engaging senior leaders in our findings 

 
Source: Pathfinder group 

The use of the ratings device proved an effective way of flushing out their thoughts on what 
we had shared with them. Once the senior leaders had left, the group reflected on what had 
went well, and needed to happen next. 

The Pathfinder group had now reached the end of the programmed project, but they were 
clear that more work was needed and were concerned about what would ensure that the 
project didn’t fizzle out. 

Making time to reflect on the Pathfinder process 

Following the trade show in the morning, the rest of the whole-group day was dedicated to 
ensuring we reflected on the experience of the Pathfinder project whilst we were still 
together. Using a variety of tools, we worked individually, in small groups and in plenary to: 

1. Reflect on where we have got to and what’s next. 
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2. Reflect on the process, different phases, ways of working, tools etc., so that we are 
capturing our learning and reflections on this way of working to inform our 
additional report/conclusion on the 'Pathfinder' methodology. 

3. Personal reflections on what we have got from the experience so far, what will take 
away, how has it added to our perspectives, how might our own personal practice 
change as a result? 

4. Would we like more practical skills type development or other support/resources on 
any of the tools/frameworks we skipped through?  

The outputs of that session and other review work are presented in the 15 Days Guide. The 
amount of reflection we generated in that short two-hour session demonstrates the 
productivity of these tools, and how well they capture the groups work without having to 
find someone to take and write up extensive notes. 

The commitment of the group to making sure the work continued was clear. They thought 
they were at the end of the project, but it turned out that they weren’t. 

Wrapping up and supporting a successful transition to implementation 

The momentum created by the project was kept up by the demand at senior level in the civil 
service.  Even though we were now out of time on the project the group welcomed all 
opportunities to do more work and more engagement on the areas for action. This had 
been one of their key concerns after their last presentation to the Secretaries General. We 
used a variety of approaches that built on the tools, and set up an intensive two-day action 
lab to test actions with a range of stakeholders. These activities built up significant interest 
in the project.  

The recommendations from the report were presented to the Minister for Mental Health 
and the Youth Mental Health Taskforce. Engagement and feedback was very positive. 

Moving to implementation  

What happens next to implement the core actions is vital to prove the benefits of this 
approach. The team produced some principles that they thought must shape a successful 
transition from the project to implementation:  

 Critical to maintain pace and momentum during transition 

 Sustaining senior sponsorship and involvement 

 Finding creative ways to keep some cross-over with original core team 

 Resourcing transition and implementation with right people – paying attention to 
skills, experience, and aptitude to collaborate… 

 Not losing the ‘culture’ and ‘method’ that defined the approach.  
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Phase 6 - Top Tips for reporting 

 
Source: Authors  
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Conclusions about the process and using the tools  
Throughout the project we made time to reflect on progress: to discuss what was working 
and what wasn’t. At the end of day 13 we used some of the by now familiar tools to help us 
evaluate the project from a number of different angles. The sheer productivity of these 
tools, and the impressively high engagement of the group meant we were able to do all of 
this in about two hours. 

From the first three activities some strong patterns emerged about the factors that were 
critical to the success of the project. There were also some clear messages about what 
should be done differently or better next time. 

Did we put our guiding principles for our way of working into practice? 

 
Source: Pathfinder Group 

We used this ratings exercise for two reasons: 

 It would help people reflect back to how we tried to approach the project, so that 
they had it in mind as they reflected on the success factors in the next exercise. 

 To validate those way of working principles for the next time we use them. 

Next, with a tweak to the basic pinpoint idea generation method, we generated ideas on the 
key factors that drove success, and on what could be done better. 

Critical factors in the success of the project 

These are outlined in more detail in the 15 Days Guide. The six most positive factors were: 
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 Mandate from seniors10 

 Openness to team think 

 Fieldwork 

 Whole-group days 

 Internal support (core team) 

 External support 

There were five success factors which received more mixed views about whether we had 
them sufficiently in place for this project: 

1. Clarity of expectations 

Whilst very positive about the shared vision, and clarity of process and expected 
outcomes, the issue of time and expectations of making rapid response when under 
pressure in their day jobs surfaced again.  

2. Pace 

Most of these comments echo the points on time that are covered in expectations 
above. There were some specific well-founded observations on points in the process 
that needed more time, for example: preparing the final presentation; a few days more 
to do some of the key analytical steps; more time to focus and set up fieldwork; and that 
a block of four or five days at the beginning and end would be more realistic alongside 
the standard one day a week. 

3. Group composition 

Whilst comments were positive about the mix, energy and commitment of group 
members, and especially the inclusion of members with frontline experience, the group 
questioned whether the project might have been stronger and even taken a different 
path if there had been a more deliberate mix of skills and stronger input from some 
parts of the system: 

4. Issue Tree/problem structuring 

 Hadn’t worked this way before – it forced us to focus on important things without 
long winding explanations – can see the scope at a glance. 

 Needed a bit more time on this but it helped with analysis. 

These comments reveal that this is a tough tool to grasp, but once you do it is invaluable. 
We needed to create more time to introduce this tool – both to the core team and the 
whole group. Teaching them to use it on a simple example would have helped them see the 
value before applying it to a very tough topic. 

5. Small group working 

 Helpful but difficult given competing priorities. Found this challenging – small group 
and one person did not contribute. Sometimes dominated by professional agendas. 

 Communication issues and productivity – promises didn’t always materialise. Good 
idea but have a sense some teams worked better than others. 

These comments emphasise the importance of helping teams to function as well as they are 
able. In small teams of three or four, different personalities will find it harder to gel. The 
core team members were crucial in helping them work as well as they did. We should have 

                                                      
10 All comments in italics are verbatim quotes from the group’s feedback. 



 59 

done a little more to help people get to know each other beyond the usual work roles, so 
that there was a stronger base of empathy, understanding and respect that would help 
them to handle any tricky moments in the team. By the end of the project this was achieved 
- all the teams worked well, and no-one was left behind or disengaged. Every single member 
of the team played in a key role in one or more engagements with Secretaries General. 

Personal development and learning  

The nervous but positive energy that the group felt at the end of the first workshop turned 
into excitement, pride, hope and enrichment by the end of the process. 

We captured this at key points simply by asking each group member to write down three 
words that capture how they feel (about the day, about the project etc.) on post-its. You 
then turn these into word clouds – where the frequency of the words is reflected by the size 
of that word in the word cloud. People are often surprised to be asked how they feel, but it 
gets them to take a different perspective, and reflecting on the words they have written 
down can lead to a different conversation about where the group is, and what we need to 
do differently. This takes about five minutes and is a great way to help capture people’s 
mood - and see how it changes through the project.  

Using the ‘take a panel’ tool we asked the group to address two sets of questions: 

1. What have you got from the experience so far? What will you take away? How has it 
added to your perspectives and the way you see the system? 

2. What will you do differently as a result? How might your own personal practice 
change as a result? 

What will group members do differently? How will their personal practice change? 

The reflections of the team members below are a tribute to the power of learning by doing. 
They are the principles of accelerated, collaborative problem solving. 
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What will group members do differently? 

 
Source: Pathfinder group 

Final thoughts 

The Pathfinder began with two objectives - to make progress on the urgent policy 
challenges in improving youth mental health outcomes in Ireland; and, to produce a new 
template for how to engage and work productively across a complex network of actors 
operating in a complex, inter-dependent system.  

Although it remains too early to judge the impact on outcomes for young people, the quality 
of the report and recommendations, allied with the positive support it has received across 
the leadership of the Civil Service and the appetite to keep going, provides strong assurance 
that the product of just 15 days working together might lay the foundation for positive and 
lasting change.  

However, what we can tell now is that the story of the Youth Mental Health Pathfinder 
shows the value of closely designing and supporting collaborative processes within 
Government. It also highlights the time and attention that is required to planning ‘how we 
work’ as well as ‘what we work on’. A part of project management that can often be rushed 
or under-valued.  

There can be a tendency to skip-over ‘process’ when we evaluate the impact of a particular 
project focusing only on objectives and outcomes. However, oftentimes the secret to 
success and replicability lies in the process – how good it was and why, what were the 
critical ingredients. 

Real team work requires great skill and attention. Achieving this within traditional reporting 
lines and organisational structures is challenging. Achieving it across boundaries is rare.  

While we hope that in the final telling, the story of this Pathfinder will show the difference 
that working in better, more productive and collaborative ways within the Civil Service can 
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make to critical public policy issues – in this case to the wellbeing and health of young 
people in Ireland we are confident that, at least in the first telling, the story of the 
Pathfinder shows the promise of a new template and a new way of working through groups 
that has the potential to truly maximise the sum of its parts.  

This report is intended to support those who hope to learn, apply and replicate a process 
which the authors are satisfied at this juncture, can be labelled a success.  
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