
The policy environment is not naturally 

conducive to complex systems 

approaches to physical activity promotion. 

Why is this? And what can we do about it?

Benjamin Rigby, Dr Caroline Dodd-

Reynolds and Dr Emily Oliver

@benjamin_rigby



1 Project background

2 What is the problem? Critiquing 

systems approaches

3 Expert workshop

4 Ways forward

Outline



Background – doctoral research

▪ ESRC-funded PhD

▪ Complexity and physical activity policy: considerations for theory and
practice

▪ Qualitative exploration – interpretation and engagement (Byrne, 2011)

▪ A complex realist perspective



Background – complexity and systems-thinking

Complexity science

▪ Takes a dynamic system as its principal unit of 
analysis, to draw conclusions about how systems 
might behave over time.

Systems-thinking

▪ Methods, theories and concepts to help examine 
the wider influence and causal pathways relevant 
to the particular phenomenon. It is concerned 
with the structure of a system, to understand and 
delimit its boundaries, and making sense of the 
relations between agents and the wider system.

McGill et al. 2021



The problem – physical inactivity

▪ Physical inactivity is a global health problem

▪ Complexity and systems-thinking are 
increasingly considered as part of solutions

▪ A lack of critical reflection on applications in 
policy

“Increasing physical activity 

requires a systems-based 

approach – there is no single 

policy solution.” (WHO, 2018)



Interviews with UK policy-makers

How is complexity understood?

How does it influence their work 
and broader efforts to promote 

activity?

Interviews with local 
stakeholders

How can local partnerships more 
effectively support national policy 

implementation?

How is system leadership enabled 
and strengthened?

The workshop

Reflecting on previous findings.

Stimulating system change.

Translating complexity and systems 
thinking for physical activity policy.

What is the problem – complex systems approaches

• Uncertainty about complexity and systems-thinking – what is it and how is it useful?

• Complexity led to an unclaimed policy space

• Scepticism surrounding influence of policy-makers – local leadership important for galvanising and 

changing systems and implementing policy more effectively

• People standing outside the system



Methods

▪ Online participatory workshop

▪ 19 stakeholders from policy, 
practice and academia

▪ Padlet and other data collection 
methods

▪ A realist-informed thematic 
analysis

https://padlet.com/benjaminprigby/vbtd4o6wz1jo2ple


1. A non-conducive policy environment

▪ Context seemingly constrains efforts to develop complex systems approaches to physical 
activity policy

▪ Negative feedback: “There is significant momentum or force to hinder any change from 
happening in the first place. We probably all appreciate that there’s a lot of passionate 
people who are trying to make change happen, but also a lot of resistance out there.”

▪ Over simplification – seeking a common language and pragmatic applications to “not get 
lost in the science”: “We can put a complexity language on this, but does it really need it?”

▪ Lots of uncertainty: “I don’t know what stops the sector from understanding the value of a 
complex systems point of view.”

▪ Timescales and funding issues



2. Influencing policy is key to systems change

▪ People need a role to play in generating system change

▪ Consider shifting the focus from whole system to policy domain

▪ Policy-makers may be less receptive to awareness raising about complexity, however:

“For whom is this knowledge on the complexity of the system and how it works relevant? Is it really for policy-
makers? … if we try to educate policy-makers that they should think in terms of complexity and systems, I don’t 
think that that will work, because their logic of policy behaviour is different. They consider complexity, it’s key for 
them, but they are not interested in knowledge about complexity.”

▪ It is perhaps more useful to those who seek to influence policy:

“As policy entrepreneurs … we are a kind of catalyst to activate local system stakeholders, to develop 
collaboration within the system. And this works for the national-level, it’s the same approach. If you want to 
change the physical activity promotion structure, you have to take an active role as a catalyst, and systems-
thinking and complexity thinking would help to find the appropriate approach.”



3. Creating connections and dialogue fosters system 
awareness and affiliation

▪ Connecting people is a foundational aspect of complex systems approaches:

“Then just having those workshops is bringing those people together … I guess a lot of it boils down to 
those relationships doesn’t it, and partnerships. But I suppose even just bringing them along in that journey 
is a start.”

▪ Complex systems are open

▪ Creates buy-in:

“People own what they help create. Real change happens in real work. Those who do the work, do the 
change, connect the system to more of it.”

▪ Supports feelings of control, and a relationship to others and the environment

▪ Beware the dynamics of systems working:

“Think we've got to recognise talk about systems can become a technocratic and I do wonder if we need to 
integrate that kind of political nature of developing any kind of approach and recognising that this is political 
and to do with power. Some of the issues of technocracy can just mask the need to address these 
fundamental questions about politics and power.”



4. Increasing the focus on agency can support those 
seeking to effect system change

▪ Physical activity policy research has typically focused on structure over agency

▪ Need to understand the factors that facilitate, or inhibit, people to flourish in working amid 
complexity

▪ Autonomy and competence are key constructs

▪ Current systems-based approaches to physical inactivity may thwart agents’ needs

“Everything you said resonates with him. He was interested in this sociological complexity… and 
people are actually alienated from understanding the system … I think some key common threads 
across this [discussion] are around this idea of alienating.”



Concluding remarks

▪ Outlined the state of complexity theories and systems-thinking

▪ Consider other aspects of mobilising and applying this knowledge

▪ Put the needs and practices of system agents first

▪ Some way to go yet to make the most of these approaches
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