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Joint problem solving ‘priority reviews’
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1. A partnership to engage departments and create 
commitment to action

2. Pace and urgency - a report in 6-12 weeks 
3. Proven tools and methods
4. A strong team approach – mix of expertise and skill 
5. Outside challenge to stress-test existing strategies
6. Sharply focussed on the key delivery issues 
7. Fieldwork that tracks delivery down to the front line
8. Firmly rooted in evidence and data 
9. Produces results through a prioritised action plan

Key features of ‘priority reviews’

National School of Government 
International

Source: Etheridge.Z & Thomas.P, Adapting the PMDU Model, Institute for Government, 2015.
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• They help you to build trust and good relationships with 
ministers and officials

• You have helped them succeed and they will want to work 
with you again

• The strong focus on action to tackle evidenced problems – 
not just hunches or treating symptoms

• They create clear actions with timescales that can be 
monitored

• You keep looking at your delivery trajectory to see if the 
actions are working

• By doing things – you learn about what works and what 
doesn’t

• You are building capability in the people, departments and 
organisations you work with

Lessons from reviews
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The reviews were key to the credibility and effectiveness of PMDU…

Source: Etheridge.Z & Thomas.P, Adapting the PMDU Model, Institute for Government, 2015.



The priority review process
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The approach uses key tools that bring rigour and is obsessive 
about building in engagement throughout the review. 

Source: Etheridge.Z & Thomas.P, Adapting the PMDU Model, Institute for Government, 2015.

System 
mapping
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Outputs: 

Activities: 
• Team induction and 

familiarisation
• Team workshop to finalise 

scope sheet 
• Develop initial problem 

structure 
• identify delivery chain and key 

issues
• Plan/run stakeholder  

workshops
• Produce detailed timeline
• Undertake further training for 

review team

• Baseline validation
• Team workshops to finalise problem 

structure and refine key issues and 
develop initial hypotheses

• Plan detailed field work and further 
analysis

• Revise stakeholder engagement 
plan and risk register

• prepare interview guides
• confirm avisits & interviews
• Test emerging focus with key 

stakeholders in workshop.

• Finalise scope and problem 
statement

• Draft problem structure
• Stakeholder map and 

engagement plan
• Risks identified

• Team familiar with delivery 
system and perspectives of 
actors and stakeholders

Launch review 
team Diagnose and plan

4-6 weeks before Weeks 3-4

Inception and set-
up

Week 1

• Build support and agreement 
for review

• Initial briefing of stakeholders
• Produce draft scope
• Identify and recruit core team 

members
• Initial data basline  – produce 

pack
• Develop outline timeline and 

plan
• Initial training for team 

members

Familiarisation and 
engagement

Week 2

• Initial ‘orientation and 
immersion’ field visits and 
interviews

• carry out additional analysis 
to expand data pack

• team in place and briefed
• Draft scope
• Outline project plan
• Initial briefing and data pack

• Final problem structure and 
initial hypotheses 

• fieldwork programme
• interview guides
• Revised project plan and other 

documentation

Priority review process
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• complete fieldwork and 
interviews

• carry out additional 
analysis

• team meetings to test 
hypotheses and build initial 
storyline

• Workshops to develop 
initial solutions

• team workshops to confirm 
findings and report structure

• Refine, test and prioritise 
emerging solutions

• Close data gaps and produce 
‘killer charts’

• Test findings through bilaterals 
and stakeholder workshops

• Draft report and  
recommendations

• Present report and send to 
senior customers

• Work with delivery team to 
handover recommendations 

• Delivery team plan 
implementation

• Assure development of delivery 
trajectory and milestones, and 
supporting delivery plan

• Design tracking and monitoring 
system

• Hold stocktakes on 
implementation progress Further 
mini reviews as needed to drive 
progress

• interview notes
• outline findings and 

storyline

• draft reports
• Key stakeholders aware and 

aligned
• Delivery owners signed up to 

key recommendations
• Final report agreed

• action plan
• possible short follow up 

report

Field visits and 
interviews

Structure findings, 
engage  and report

Implement and 
follow-up

Week 5-8 Weeks 9-10 On-going

Review process continued…
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Problem statement: the basic question to be resolved
The basic question brings focus to the analytic work. It should be succinct and
ensure that the findings can be acted upon. The more specific the statement

the better – but not so narrow that key levers to solve the problem are missed

1. Perspective/context
Comments on the “situation” and
“complication” facing the delivery

chain, e.g. recent performance

2. Decision makers
Identifies who decides whether to

act upon the Priority Review 
recommendations

4. Other key stakeholders
Identifies who else could

support/derail the Priority Review 
and who else is influential

3. 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

5. Out of scope
Indicates what will not be included in the Priority Review

Tool 1: Scope sheet
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Network 1: Complete Combined Network Map 

Formal directive (black lines), funding (red lines), pressure (green lines), information (blue lines) 
 

Table 1 provides a list of the core actors that are represented on the combined network. The 
list of all actors mentioned is far longer (Appendix 3) but to understand the general structure of 
the system and develop influencing strategies it is more useful to focus on the core actors and 
how they relate to each other. 

Table 1: Core actors and acronyms 

Acronym Name of Actor Actor Category 
College  College of Health Sciences2 Governmental 
ExecCouncil State Executive Council Governmental 
Governor Governor Governmental 
GovWife Governor’s  Wife Informal 
HealthSMBoard Health Services Management Board Governmental 
HumanityFound Service to Humanity Foundation NGO 
Legislators State Legislators Governmental 
MoFinance Ministry of Finance, Budget and 

Economic Planning 
Governmental 

MoHealth Ministry of Health Governmental 

                                                           
2College of Health Science is the Agency that controls the three health schools in the state: School of Nursing, 
School of Midwifery and College of Health Technology. 

 

Tool 2: System mapping
Different mapping tools help expose different perspectives, processes, 
institutions, funders, actors and services. They enrich analysis and logic trees.  

Source: Eva Schiffer, Net-map

Example: Net-map of formal and informal networks between 
actors that influence funding of new born survival and maternal 
health interventions in Nigeria.



Mapping and analyzing Delivery Systems 
can help you to develop a shared 
understanding of:

What you are trying to achieve 
and how you are trying to 
achieve it;
Whether the money follows the 
critical path;
Whether there are any ‘black 
holes’ ie parts of the system on 
which you have limited 
information
The nature of the relationships 
and differences between the 
various organisations; and
The synergies and conflicts 
which help or hinder their 
ability to work together.
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Why do system mapping?

• What do you want to use your 
system map for? 

• What issue (s) do you want to 
highlight/resolve through your 
delivery system map?
o Funding flow
o Relationships/conflicts
o Capacity and capability
o Influence
o Accountability
o Knowledge gaps
o Fit with other policies
o Fit with customer journey maps

• Who are the big players?
• Who needs to be involved?
• How are you going to use the map?
• Who will make sure that it doesn’t 

just sit on the shelf?

Consider



Example: process mapping for A&E

A nurse will 
assess the 
urgency of 
your injury

Handover

Assessment

For people whose 
injuries can be assessed 
and treated in one step

Receptionist 
will check 

you in

You will be 
seen by a 

nurse in order 
of arrival

Check-in

Check-in Assessment

Resuscitation

Major

Minor

See and treat

You will be 
treated in  
order of 
urgency

People who 
need further 

treatment will 
be admitted to 

hospital

You may have to 
wait while we 
process your 

test results and 
decide on best 

treatment
Hospital

Go home

Tests

Treatment Outcome

Most people 
will be able to 
go home after 

treatment
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woman falls 
and breaks 

leg in central 
London

Friend calls 
999 for an 
ambulance

Ambulance 
arrives and 
paramedic 

carries out basic 
tests

Patient is put in 
ambulance and 

driven to 
hospital 

Patient waits in a 
wheelchair in the 

emergency 
waiting room

Patient is seen 
by doctor and 
sent for x ray

X ray shows leg is 
broken. Doctor 

sends for 
plastercast

Plastercast 
applied by 
technician

Patient is sent 
home

Example: Customer journey and feelings map

Pain 
Confusion

Nobody has told 
me how long I will 

have to wait

The 
doctors 

seem very 
busy and 
my leg is 

really 
hurting 

Nobody has told me 
how to look after my 
leg when I get home 

The technician 
was rude and 
hurt my leg 

I don’t 
know 

where the 
X ray is and 
there are 
no signs 

Relief – 
help is on 
the way

Paramedic is 
kind – I feel in 
good hands

I hope they will 
take me to a good 

hospital

I will get my 
treatment soon

11
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Examples: customer journey mapping

NEPS

• Pathfinder	Fieldwork	uncovered	 real	blockages	and	
delays	facing	young	people	and	their	families

• One	young	person	highlighted	to	us		- where	this	is	
a	concern	 regarding	suicidal	behaviour	 - has	been	
waiting	for	more	than	450	days	for	appropriate	
support

• He	is	still	waiting	to	be	seen	by	a	statutory	service.
• The	case	was	brought	 to	NEPS	attention	initially	in	

October	2015

Case Study: Dublin North Inner City
Timely Response

Delayed response

Not Accepted

Direct Referral

“CAMHS	 is	the	bogey	
man...	Nobody	wants	to	
take	ownership...	We	can	
only	offer	part	of	the	

treatment	needed...	If	we	
take	them	they	lose	

access	to	other	services...“	
(Pathfinder	Fieldwork)

“diagnosing	yet	
another	child	and	
referring	them	to	a	
service	that	doesn’t	

exist…is	
inappropriate“	
(Pathfinder	
Fieldwork)



Tool 3: Structured problem solving

Data driven – Why?
Starts with the problem and 
decomposes it to arrive at a 

solution

Hypothesis driven – How?
Starts with a potential solution 

and develop a rationale to 
validate or disprove it

Logic trees are the link between the problem statement worksheet 
and a list of manageable questions

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Issue/ 
hypothesis 1

Issue/ 
hypothesis 2

Issue/ 
hypothesis 3

Problem 
statement

Why use logic trees?

1.

2.

3.

4.

To break a problem into component 
parts so that
• Problem-solving work can be 

divided into intellectually 
manageable pieces

• Priorities can be allocated to 
individuals

To maintain the integrity of the 
problem-solving approach
• Solving the parts will really solve 

the problem
• The parts are mutually exclusive 

and collectively exhaustive 
(i.e., no overlaps, no gaps)

To build a common understanding 
within the team of the problem-
solving framework

To help focus the use of organizing 
frameworks and theories

FRAMING THE PROBLEM – ISSUE TREE EXAMPLE

How can 
Acme 
increase 
profits from 
existing 
business 
lines? 

From 
Widgets

From 
Thrum-mats 

From 
Grommets

Increase 
Revenues

Decrease 
Expenses

Decrease 
raw 
material 
costs

Decrease 
labor 
costs

Decrease 
overhead 
costs

Negotiate wage concessions

Implement a labor-saving 
production process

Which 
Product 
Lines?

How? How? How?

Negotiate higher productivity 
quotas

Logic trees help you structure and focus your thinking, and shape 
the analysis and fieldwork that will deliver most value…
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Logic trees are the link between the problem statement worksheet 
and a list of manageable questions

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Sub-issue

Issue/ 
hypothesis 1

Issue/ 
hypothesis 2

Issue/ 
hypothesis 3

Problem 
statement

Why use logic trees?

1.

2.

3.

4.

To break a problem into component 
parts so that
• Problem-solving work can be 

divided into intellectually 
manageable pieces

• Priorities can be allocated to 
individuals

To maintain the integrity of the 
problem-solving approach
• Solving the parts will really solve 

the problem
• The parts are mutually exclusive 

and collectively exhaustive 
(i.e., no overlaps, no gaps)

To build a common understanding 
within the team of the problem-
solving framework

To help focus the use of organizing 
frameworks and theories

Logic trees help structure your analysis
Logic trees are the link between your problem statement/scope 
sheet and a list of manageable questions… 
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Why has the 
machine stopped?

• The overload 
fuse has blown

Why did the over-
load fuse blow? Why wasn’t  there  

enough oil?

• The oil pump 
doesn’t  pump  
enough oil

• Because the oil 
strainer is 
blocked with 
metal swarf

Why has the shaft 
worn?

• Because the 
shaft has worn

Why doesn’t  the  
oil pump work 
properly?

Ask  ‘Why?’  until  
you get to the bottom 

of the problem

1
2

3
4

5

Most times, we need to deep dive to get to the root cases of problem. 
5-why’s  is  a  useful  tool  that  underpins  the  issue  tree  framework  in  the  
investigation  of  root  causes….

ILLUSTRATIVE

• There was not 
enough oil on 
the shaft

Getting to the root causes of problems
The five-whys is a useful tool that helps you work with your issue 
tree to investigate root causes. 
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Mutually exclusive: 
statements do not overlap

in content

Collectively exhaustive:
Statements jointly fully
describe the problem

and/or the statement at
the next highest level

Testing your logic tree - MECE
This oddly named test helps you make sure there are no gaps, no 
overlaps so you are confident you are not missing anything 
important. 

16



Efforts to structure the 
problem

Requirements for analysing problems
• Focus on the main starting points of 

the problem
• No gaps, no overlaps (MECE)
• Logical hierarchy of levels
• Logical elements are consistent on 

individual levels

Time and effort invested 
in analysing the problem

Benefits for 
problem-solving

20% 100%

No cost 
efficienc

y

80%

100%

Attempt to 
be MECE

Attempt to be perfect

Benefits of the 80/20 rule for problem solving

Good enough to proceed: 80:20
The principles of the service review model focus on getting the 
starting point of the problem 80% right, then explore further and 
iterate – don’t seek perfection… 

17



• First step in constant, iterative 
refinement process

– Porpoise between 
hypotheses/theories and data

– Use 80/20 thinking

• ‘High  grades’  your  effort  on  what  is  
most important

• Always  ask  ‘so  what’  …  but  also  
ask  what  you’ve  forgotten

• Eliminating nonessential issues is 
the key to having a reasonable 
lifestyle on a difficult study

Eliminate nonessential issues

Problem 
statement

Issue 1

Issue 2

Issue 3

Eliminated issues

Iterate all the way through
You will be iterating your logic tree – by switching between 
hypotheses, theories and data. Eliminate non-essential issues. 

First step in a constant iterative 
refinement process

Keep switching between
hypotheses, theories and data

Focus your effort on what is
most important

Always ask ‘so what‘ but also 
ask what you have forgotten

Eliminate non-essential issues
to make project manageable

18



They worked through all fronts with some bold new approaches...
Example: reducing unfounded asylum claims

26

Reduce)pull)
factors

Export)processing Claims)handled)near)country)of)origin

More)claims)handled)through)fast)track)&)NSA

ExporAng)controls)and)intervenAons

New)generaAon)of)measures)D)eDborders

New)detecAon)technology

Probability)of)prompt)removal)when)failed

Reduced)
intake

Liklihood)of)fast)decision)and)use)of)detenAon

Less)financial)support)and)access)to)health)services

Tighter)border)
control

Speedy)
processing

Removal)of)FAS

EffecAve)disrupAon)of)trafficking

Appeals)heard)out)of)country)(NSA)

Focus)on)removal)of)priority)cases

More)removals)through)‘fast’)decision)and)appeal)processes

Unblock)criAcal)documentaAon)barriers)for)priority)
countries

All)claims)processed)faster

Simplify)appeals)to)single)Aer

Reduce)incenAves)to)apply)without)documents

07/04/2024 National School of Government 
International

Source: Peter Thomas
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Tool 4: Lines of enquiry and sampling to focus research
Work through the hypotheses from your issue tree to plan your analysis and field work. 
You need to be focused on where you think there is most value to found, but also allow 
space for new insights and perspectives that may validate or challenge your hypotheses 
and areas of focus.

Issue End product

Description 

Should ABC 
Bank invest 
N200 M in 
acquiring 
Virgin 
Bank?

• An issue is typically 
an important 
unresolved question, 
phrased so that it 
can be answered 
“yes”  or  “no”

• The end 
products is a 
statement of 
the output from 
the analysis

• Yes, Virgin Bank is 
the best option for 
ABC Bank to 
establish skills and 
assets quickly 
compared with both 
organic growth and 
other acquisition 
options.

Hypothesis

• The hypothesis is a 
statement of the 
likely resolution of 
the issue;  it 
includes the reason 
for answering yes 
or no

Analysis

• The analysis defines 
the work necessary 
and sufficient to 
prove or disprove the 
hypothesis or resolve 
the issue 

• Assessment of 
organic options for 
growth – time, risk 
etc

• Comparison of other 
local banks in the 
market as well as 
acquisition options

• Cash flow, NPV

• April 3, Tunde 

Responsibility/ 
timing

• Financial 
forecast and 
value of 
investment

• Responsibility 
identifies the 
person who will 
obtain the data 
and undertake 
the analysis. 
Also the 
completion due 
date

Source

• The source 
identifies the 
likely location or 
means of 
obtaining data to 
undertake 
analysis 

• Analyst reports 
on Nigerian 
banking industry

• In-house 
financial and 
banking 
specialists

• M&A valuation 
methodology 

Yes or no? How or why?

Developing the analysis sheet

Use purposive sampling to get maximum insight from your fieldwork

For fieldwork a 
purposive sample 

can help to gain 
insights quickly

A purposive sample 
is deliberately 

designed to capture 
information on the 

subject area of 
interest

It assumes that by focusing 
on the ‘extreme’ deviants 
of the subject area, you 

can gain an understanding 
of more regular patterns of 

behaviour



An example of purposive sampling – violent crime

% change in violent crime
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= police force area Then consider geographic spread – the 
most common variables to consider (and to 
add to the dataset) are geographic region 
and urban/ rural classifications. 
General guides: London is usually unique, it 
is always useful to get a contrast with the 
north, DEFRA’s classification can help you 
identify extreme urban/rural areas.
This will help you come up with your actual 
list of areas you will visit/ sample.

Consider Violent Crime as an example – you want to understand quickly what’s driving 
changes in violent crime across the country and what best practice might look like . 
By plotting the levels of violent crime against % change in violent crime you can start 
to see the extreme ‘deviants’ of police force areas.
You can also consider splitting the data into quartiles – and considering how you want 
to select your fieldwork areas, e.g. do you want to visit all quadrants, or just specific 
extreme deviants. Some of this may depend on how many areas you have time to 
visit.



Tool 5: Understanding the root causes: the 5 whys
The five-whys [or five hows] is a useful tool that helps you develop and work 
with your issue tree to investigate root causes or solutions. 

22

For example…
Q: Why am I having to wait so long to be seen in the 
emergency department? 

A: Because the number of people coming unnecessarily 
to accident and emergency has increased by 40% over 
the last 2 years?

Q: Why are so many more people coming if they don’t need 
A: Because they cannot get to see their local doctor?

Q: Why cant they see their local doctor?
A: Because you can only see them during the day in the 
week and it takes 2 weeks to get an appointment?

Q: Why can you only see them during the day?
A: Because doctors have closed their out of hours 
services..



A:	DH	needs	to	radically	
rethink	the	way	it	is	

managing	orthopaedics

S:	DH	need	to	hit	the	2005	6	month	waiters	target
C:	Challenging	target	with	large	risks
Q:	How	can	DH	reduce	the	risks	to	the	6	month	waiters	target?

DH	PSA	2:	By	2005,	no	one	should	
wait	longer	than	6	months	for	

elective	surgery	

Orthopaedics	is	an	
outlier	in	terms	of	
risk	to	the	target

Current	 strategies	
for	managing	

orthopaedics	are	
failing

Alternative	strategies	
for	managing	

orthopaedics	are	
available

It	has	the	
largest	number	
of	6	month+	
waiters

It	has	the	highest	
clearance	time	
(and	is	over	6	
months)

Why? On	what	grounds?

A	lot	of	
programmes	have	
been	dedicated	to	
orthopaedics	by	
both	 the	MA	and	

DH

There	is	limited	
evidence	of	any	
positive	effect	of	
any	of	these	
programmes

1. Increase the incentives on the 
service to focus on orthopaedics

2. Maximise impact of existing initiatives 
on orthopaedics

4. Direct, tailored support to turn 
round highest risk trusts

3. Ramp up risk-based performance 
management for orthopaedics

What	are	they?

Situation Complication Resolution

Tool 6. The pyramid principle: stacking up your story
S-C-Q-A: 
Situation, Complication, 
Question and Answer helps 
you write introductions 
which engage an audience’s 
attention before you provide 
the answers. 

Source: handbookofawesome.com

You build your story top-
down in the shape of a 
pyramid, backing up your 
main arguments with sub-
arguments, and those sub-
arguments with soft and hard 
data: examples, 
visualisations, voices or 
simply logic. 
This means the 
listener/reader always know 
why data and supportive 
arguments are being 
presented. 

Source: PMDU 2004



1. Appears at a crucial point in the 
storyline
• Is the turning point in the story
• Contains surprising information
• Is the essence of the argument

2. Passes the ten second test
• Is clear enough for the reader to 

understand in 10 seconds or less
• Contains no unnecessary 

information

3. Is memorable and talked about
• Sticks in the mind
• Referred to as “that chart”

The key characteristics of a killer chart…

…and some rules
• 1 message per slide – ideally one sentence on top
• Format – is this for an on-screen show or a ‘lap pack’
• Font – clearer is better, don’t use multiple fonts
• Font size – try not to go below 12 point
• Colour – avoid the ‘play school’ trap
• Parallelism – e.g. start bullets with the same type of word
• Time series – always go across the page left to right
• Consistency – axes, scales and labels
• All rules can be broken 

Tool 7: Compelling data visualisation

6 MONTH+ WAITERS (TOTAL AND % REDUCTION SINCE 1997) 

Oral Surgery 4,037 73% 
Gynaecology 9,353 47% 

Plastics 9,363 36% 
Urology 9,708 45% 

Ophthalmology 27,286 35% 
General 
Surgery 30,261 46% 

T&O 66,805 2% 

In contrast to other specialties, T&O has remained a significant problem despite the 
considerable efforts of several recent programmes covering over 70% of trusts 

•  ‘Action on’ Orthopaedics - 67 trusts 
•  Better Care Without Delay - 43 high risk trusts 
•  Orthopaedic collaboratives - 20 teams, 100+ trusts so far 

Total 6 month+ waiters (June 03)  %reduction in 6 month+ waiters (Q1 97/98 - Q1 03/04) 

19,996 38% ENT 

“Impact on inpatient / 
daycase waits has 

been limited to date” 
 Mod Agency, Nov 03 

A significant 
proportion are 
joints - such as 
hips and knees 



Tool 8: Report slide pack
This device that brings together tools 6 and y is the use of PowerPoint ‘report packs’. These are 
designed to be read rather than projected. They use the pyramid principle, have a very strong 
story running through and use a compelling mix of visuals, data, voices, maps.
They are more likely to be read than a conventional prose pack – increase the onus on clarity of 
narrative and use of most compelling evidence and illustrations. They can be broken down into a 
series of trade shows that you walk people around and get them to engage with. 

Source: Thomas, Gaynor and Templeman 2017. 15 days: A practical guide to leading accelerated high-impact collaboration in the Irish civil service



Example: using a report pack to engage and interact

26
Then they ran two tradeshows in parallel on areas for action 1 
and 2.

The team presented the pathfinder process, analysis and 
conclusions in plenary in an impressive 20 minutes.

And a plenary tradeshow on areas for 
action 3-6.

We had developed the plan on whole group day 5.

1

2

3

Finally we got each sec gen to rate the overall 
story and each of the areas for action. We 
explored the rationale for their ratings. 

4

The default reporting back format tends to be static, passive, unengaging and too 
often unproductive. This example the review team decided to run the sessions as they 
had run the rest of the project – active, innovative and engaging. Resolving to make 
secretaries general stand up, move around the room, vote with sticky dotes, sit on 
chairs in a semi-circle for discussions without a table felt risky and unusual.

Source: Thomas, Gaynor and Templeman 2017. 15 days: A practical guide to leading accelerated high-impact collaboration in the Irish civil service


