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Rationale
While a great variety of systems approaches hagae Heveloped, they all have some

common characteristics: a recognition of the needktl with complex issues by looking at
the ‘bigger picture’; the evaluation of multipleljpy options prior to (and often during and
after) implementation; and exploring interconneati@nd potential consequences to identify
and minimise unwanted ‘side-effects’ of policy. \I¢hihis focus of systems thinking on
dealing with complexity has been found to be usifuhany other policy contexts, such as
policing and sustainable cities, systems approashes been used less frequently in policy
making on illicit drugs. However, given that thiga of policy can be highly complex,
characterised by tensions between stakeholder grang requiring difficult balances to be
struck between enforcement, prevention and tredatrteseems worthwhile to explore what
added value systems approaches can offer, andbahars to their use might be
encountered. This DPMP project was designed toestop potential uses of systems thinking

for developing policy on illicit drugs.

Approach

Six systems approaches were focussed on: systeamilyst viable system diagnosis;
strategic assumptions surfacing and testing; interaplanning; soft systems methodology;
and critical systems heuristics. Each of theseagares can be seen as a way of developing
and influencing drug policy. The work had two coments: in-depth interviews with
experienced policy makers and a small demonstratioject. The in-depth interviews
explored the six systems approaches identified @laod asked policy makers to reflect on
their utility, benefits and problems. The small a@erstration project, run with Turning Point

staff, used a combination of systems approachaddcess the problem of public injecting.

Key findings
The main issues identified by the intervieweedmitlicit drugs policy arena included:

difficulties of involving or consulting multiple akeholders; problems associated with
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assessing and using a range of evidence to infotitypthe need to account for party

politics in terms of maintaining electoral suppdiifferent and competing jurisdictional

boundaries restricting funding resources and oppdi¢s for consultation; competing values

impacting on policy implementation (including thésersion of policy, which more than

half of the interviewees saw as positive, enablagmful’ policies to be neutralised); and a

lack of methods for addressing these issues.

The systems approaches were seen as potentiaflyl tséhe extent that they are able to:

* Engage and manage a diversity of stakeholders ys weat allow all participants’ voices
to be heard, reduce polarisation and enable thegemee of consensus.

» Provide outcomes that can be acted upon, notrjubii long term but also the short-to-
medium term.

» Inform policy without explicitly challenging the mdiction identified by the government of
the day.

» ldentify and clarify the values underpinning ditat policy directions.

» Address and clarify issues relating to evidenceéithtaken into account in policy.

* Encourage staff working either in the policy ongeg provision areas to think more

broadly and creatively.

The six approaches were found to have differeengths in relation to the above. For
instance, approaches that rely on a researcheugrgda model and generating policy
recommendations were viewed as having the potenti@dntribute usefully to the evidence
base for policy. In contrast, some of the moreigigdtive approaches were perceived as
strong in terms of engaging stakeholders and glagfvalues. However, despite recognition
of the above strengths, a number of barriers t@ttential use of systems approaches were
identified, including: electoral and timing issugsyceived tensions between the values
underpinning policy and the need for a robust ewidebase; workloads, the turnover of staff
and career aspirations; and a need to manage thiplenand/or competing views of a wide

range of stakeholders, including the media.

The findings indicate that there may be difficudtia applying systems approaches to policy
making on illicit drugs. Clearly, the participatiapproaches pose problems for government
officers who feel caught between their desire fuyagement and their responsibilities to
elected members. Also, those people who see vakiaen-rational commitments may
perceive methods that are explicit about explovialgiles as undermining the principle of
evidence-based policy. However, even those appesa@y. system dynamics and viable

system diagnosis) that can be used by researchpestnership with policy makers without
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the participation of external stakeholders maydsnsas overly time-consuming by policy

makers.

In exploring these difficulties with the interviee® several ways forward were identified. All
of the interviewees said that methods for faciligidebate, accommodation and value
clarification would be more acceptable as partadicy analysis as opposed to poliayaking.

In addition, the interviewees also said that systapproaches might usefully be employed in
service provider and/or advocacy organisationsitiilatence policy directions, and in the
latter context it might be easier to enable themimedul participation of a range of
stakeholders. Finally, although the intervieweekrit raise this, the researchers can see

considerable scope for using systems approachbmwlite context of policgvaluation.

The second component of the research took up thléenlge of working on a policy issue
with an organisation thamfluences policy rather than with government policy makers
themselves. Two workshops were held with TurninthPo demonstrate how participative
methods could be used for their own policy analfesnl also organisational strategy) in a
manner that would not threaten political and mariabeontrol of decision-making, but could
still enable the creative exploration of problemd potential policy responses. The
workshops explored the question: “what are appad@riesponses to public injecting?” and
included external stakeholders and Turning Poaft.sfThe participants evaluated both
workshops. There were many positive comments, avgt people said that they had learned
something new about the local public injecting aiion and/or had a better appreciation of
other people’s perspectives. Most importantly, ¢hesw insights were valueshd were

successfully translated into the evaluation offtbkcy options that were considered.

Implications
The evidence from this work suggests that systéimgihg could indeed be usefully applied

to policy making on illicit drugs. The interviewsipted to strengths of some of the systems
approaches in terms of dealing with complexity;tobating to the generation of evidence;
and enabling inclusive policy making (especiallitg account of multiple values and
perspectives). However, significant barriers wése aentified. Some of these reflect the
need for improved communications between systemkels and policy makers, but there

are also substantial barriers that (in the viewhefresearchers) systems thinkers have not yet

effectively addressed.

Although the utility of systems thinking has beeamubnstrated, the question remains: can

some of the barriers to take-up be overcome inmnerathat will enable systems thinking to
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contribute to more informed policy making in goveent circles, as well as in policy
influencing organisations? To answer this questigture research directions are arguably
best decided in collaboration with the relevanigyimakers and/or non-governmental

organisations.
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