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1. INTRODUCTION  

Government regulators chasing an ever-changing problem  



•

•

•

•

The increasing complexity of problems  



Compartmentalised and dynamic governance systems 



Limitations of existing public-sector practice  



Design to support public sector innovation  

Opportunities for innovation in a regulatory context 





•

•

•

•

•

•

•



Understanding the relationship between regulatory practice and design 

practice  



Research purpose, structure and questions  





 



Thesis outline  
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2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:   

Understanding practice  



•
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o

•

o

o

o

o

•



•

•



PART ONE 

Understanding current regulatory practice to 

address complex problems 



3. LITERATURE:      

 Understanding regulatory practice to 

address complex problems   



What is the regulatory context?  



Context: nature of the governance system 

Context: nature of the regulatory agency’s governance and structure  

Public sector barriers to innovation 



What type of practitioners perform regulatory practice? 

What type of problems are regulators responsible for 

addressing?  



•

•

•

•

•

•

What regulatory methodologies exist to address problems? 

Problem detection 



•

•

•

•

•

Risk management  

•

•

•

•

Application of predetermined regulatory responses 





Problem-based regulation 

Behavioural economics  



What is the underlying paradigm of regulatory practice? 



Conclusion: literature on regulatory practice to address complex problems  

 





4. LITERATURE:

 Insights into systems thinking and 

complexity theory 

Systems thinking 

History and key concepts 





Paradigm 

Methodologies 





Insights and limitations for this research 
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Complexity theory 

History and key concepts 



Paradigm 

Methodologies 

•

•
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•

•
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Insights and limitations for this research 



•

•
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•

Applying insights from systems thinking and complexity 

theory to regulatory problem-solving practice 

Reflection on regulatory methodologies  





Reflection on regulatory paradigms 

Conclusion   





5. RESEARCH DESIGN 

Research methodology 

•

•

•

•



•

•

•

•



Research paradigm  

Research design for case study one  

Selection of the case  



•

•

•

Research questions  



 



Research methods 



Data analysis  



Research ethics 

Research limitations 



Research design for the intervention  



Research design for case study two 

Selection of the case   

Research questions  

•

•

•

Research methods



•

•
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•

Data analysis 

Research ethics 



Research limitations 





6. FINDINGS:        

 Case study one  
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What is the context of the regulatory practice?  



What was the nature of the problem being addressed?  

Description of the problem 



Representation of the problem within a system 

•

•

•

•



 

•

•

•



•

•

Comparison of the problem context against complexity indicators 





What actions did Agency X take to address the problem?  





Analysis of actions taken to address the problem 

•

•

•

•

•







What was the response to the problem and how adequate 

was this for the level of complexity?  

•

o

o



•

o

•

o



What was the influence of the context on the practice? 

Challenges collaborating within the broader governance system 







Pressure to act limiting innovation 



•

•

•

•

What was the influence of the practitioner on the practice?  

Willingness to experiment positively influenced outcomes 



Levels of staff adaptability affected outcomes   



Innovation increased with skill diversity  

•

•

What other challenges were faced in addressing the 

problem?   



Difficulty obtaining and integrating data about the problem 

Lack of flexibility in established IT systems 

High resourcing requirements to deal with complexity 



•

•

What was the underlying paradigm of the practice?  

Conclusion  
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PART TWO 



7. LITERATURE:   

 Understanding systemic design as an 

alternative way to address complex 

problems 



History and key concepts of design 

Staff trained in
design, innovation
labs, consultants

ACTIONS/ ACTIVITIES

Systemic design methods

Systemic design principles

Systemic design methodologies

Constructivist/ Transdisciplinary
Paradigm

CONTEXT

Complex
Problems

Innovative
Responses

PUBLIC SECTOR



Underlying paradigm of design practice 

Type of problem situations being addressed by design 



Design methodologies 



•

•

•

•

Systemic design principles  



















Introducing design skills in a public-sector context  

•

•

•

•



Affecting system change 





8. INTERVENTION DESIGN

Opportunities for systemic design to support regulatory 

practice  









Developing a systemic design intervention 
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9. FINDINGS:      

 Case study two  



•

•

Agency X
Project team

Systemic design intervention

Systemic design methods

Systemic design principles

CONTEXT

Complex
Problem

Problem
Response

BROADER GOVERNANCE SYSTEM
FOR REGULATION OF A BUSINESS SECTOR

AGENCY X

Systemic
Design
Facilitator/
Researcher

+



•

Design outcomes, benefits and limitations of the systemic 

design intervention 

Method: Problem scoping and stakeholder map 

•

•

•

•

•



Method: Compare the problem against indicators of complexity 

•

•

Method: Data collection and represent stakeholder information 
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Method: Co-design workshop 1: problem framing 
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Method: Co-design workshop 2: problem response 
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•

Likelihood of adoption of the systemic design intervention 

by Agency X 





•

•



 





10. RESEARCH DISCUSSION 

Strong relevance of combining systems thinking, complexity and design in 

a public-sector context  



Changing paradigms 

The role of a translator to bridge regulatory and systemic design practices 



Championing the value of design 

Paradoxes limiting the ability for regulatory agencies to address complex 

problems  







11. CONCLUSION 
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Research limitations 

Research recommendations 
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12. RESEARCH REFLECTIONS 

Use of the Design Research Methodology 



Use of case study research methodology 

Use of the conceptual framework 







13. APPENDICES 

 



Appendix A: Interview questions—case study one 



Appendix B: activities and application of defined methodologies or implicit expertise in case study one 











Appendix C: Summary of findings from case study one 
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Appendix D: Intervention criteria and design  





Appendix E: Survey questions for co-design workshop one, case 

study two  



Appendix F: Feedback session questions for co-design workshop 

two, case study two 



Appendix G: Interview questions for case study two 



Appendix H: System map and indicators of complexity for the 

problem in case study two 
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o
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•



o
o
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•

Complexity of the problem compared to the Cynefin Framework 



Appendix I: Paper published in the proceedings of the RSD5 

Symposium, Toronto 

Developing a Systemic Design Practice to Support a Regulatory Agency in 
Addressing Complex Problems 

Abstract  

Introduction 



Dominant Regulatory Approaches and Their Relevance for Complexity  



Prosecution

Cancel license

Enforcement order

Infringement notice

Education

Reward

Deliberately
game the
system

Fully
compliant

Attitude to compliance Possible responses







Case Study Overview: Problem-solving Practice in a Regulatory Agency 
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Conclusion 
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