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Abstract

Abstract

Safe Virtual Space: taking a practice turn in

psychological safety, towards systemically viable and

sustainable disability supports

Digitisation presents opportunities and challenges for enhancing dis-

ability services. The onset of COVID-19 prompted a rapid move to virtual ser-

vice provision. Many organisations encountered challenges with the digital

divide, governance, internet access, technological skills or hardware. This sys-

tems research project explored the potential of virtual services as an alterna-

tive service model by exploring how some services in Ireland set up ad-hoc

virtual supports, often despite poor digital literacy amongst sta� and disabled

people. The research developed a focus on safe virtual spaces as an emer-

gent cross-cutting issue, supported through adaptive innovation.

Soft Systems Methodology was used to design the research as an iter-

ative process across three cycles. The �rst cycle consisted of interviews with

service providers and educators to understand experiences of taking ser-

vices online. Themes generated using Re�exive Thematic Analysis (RTA) sug-

gested that services acted as Complex Adaptive Systems. Notable �ndings

included the transformation of traditional power dynamics, enhanced per-

sonal agency and psychological safety. The second cycle was designed as

a World Café. Findings indicated that sta� practices created the conditions

for safe virtual environments where meaningful connections were possible.

The concept of psychological safety � risk-taking and candour without retri-

bution � was reframed as a practice-led, systemic construct to include em-

bodied presence and meaningful connection, leading to a sense of matter-

ing and belonging. The �nal study assessed the sta� practices and systemic

conditions that support safe virtual spaces. A real-time online Delphi survey

was conducted with an international group of experts. The Viable Systems

Model (VSM) was used to structure questions and analysis. The results sug-

xiii



Abstract

gested that developing Safe Virtual Spaces requires integration with the iden-

tity and strategic governance processes within organisations. The research

identi�es a need for more attention to balancing current and future needs, as

the demand for virtual services is expected to increase. Seven principles to in-

form the systemic design of safe virtual spaces are proposed. The research

concluded that a focus on developing sta� practices alongside appropri-

ate governance is needed to create and sustain viable Safe Virtual Spaces,

where a felt sense of safety forms the purpose of the space, within the con-

text of service improvements that are more resilient to future volatility.

xiv



Chapter 1. Introduction to research

CHAPTER 1
Introduction to research

We bear the universe in our being as the universe bears us in its be-

ing. Berry, 1988

1.1 Chapter outline

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the research topic: the practices

and governance structures that support the development of viable and sus-

tainable virtual spaces for people with disabilities to meet and feel safe and

meaningfully connected to others. In Section One, I �rst introduce the topic

and the context in which virtual services developed by referring to both the

international and Irish situation entering the pandemic. I then outline the aims

and objectives of the research along with introducing Systems Research as

the theoretical foundation for this project. The research limitations and pro-

posed use of �ndings are also presented, followed by a brief outline of how

this research project is organised by chapter. The chapter concludes with a

personal re�exive piece on why this research topic is of personal as well as

professional interest to me.

1.2 Introduction

It is important to learn about the conditions that support adaptive in-

novation in social care settings, particularly the role and potential of technol-

ogy as the world becomes increasingly digitalised and the available �nancial

and human resources diminish (Bignal, 2022). The disruption wrought by the

COVID-19 pandemic is not unique in history but it was the �rst time that tech-

nology was deployed as the site of practice for many workplaces, health and

1



Chapter 1. Introduction to research

social services and as a way of sustaining human connection as well as busi-

ness. As all aspects of society came to an abrupt standstill there was an ur-

gent need to �nd alternative ways to support populations of disabled people

who might also have complex health needs, or be socially isolated (Harrison

et al., 2021) or live in circumstances that are unable to sustain them over an

extended period, e.g., having elderly parents, or living in nursing homes or res-

idential centres. The United Nations (UN) called for all countries to prioritise the

protection of disabled people who were at a higher risk of contracting the

virus and had a higher morbidity risk arising from it (Armitage & Nellums, 2020;

Stró» et al., 2024). This made it a unique opportunity to research innovation in

action. This research focuses on social care settings, and disability services,

where, within weeks of the commencement of lockdown, virtual programmes

mushroomed, taking day services, independent living programmes and col-

lege support services online, in initiatives that often started within frontline sta�

teams.

These instances of service adaptations were atypical in that other dis-

ability support services got "stuck� and either ceased to operate during this

period or continued to run skeleton services for those with high support needs

and unsustainable home environments. Online services o�ered a signi�cant

example of sta� acting up and taking proactive action within the context of

uncertainty and fear, alongside a lack of digital literacy or access to tech-

nology that could support online contact both within services and amongst

disabled people. COVID-19 also prompted a recalibration of our collective

sense of safety and what it meant to sustain meaningful connection with oth-

ers when physical proximity was potentially life-threatening. The research pre-

sented here explores how sta� initiated the change, created conditions for

safe virtual spaces through practice, and how these spaces can be made vi-

able and sustainable in the context of externally volatile operating conditions.

The innovation is explored through an appreciative lens that situates the de-

velopment of virtual services as a micro-level innovation with the potential to

promote future resilience in disabled communities, in increasingly uncertain

operating environments. The relevance of this research stretches beyond the

pandemic and may inform future service delivery models both within and be-

yond disability settings.

1.2.1 Context

The pandemic was a global concern that a�ected everyone, but for

disabled people it soon became clear that preexisting structural inequalities

2



1.2. Introduction

would exacerbate the di�culties they faced. Within three weeks of the UN

announcement of the pandemic, Armitage and Nellums cautioned in The

Lancet that people living with disabilities would be less likely to access the

supports they might need due to discriminatory laws and stigma that would

lead to greater inequality across three main areas: public health messag-

ing, interrupted service provision and the risk of severe disease due to co-

occurring conditions (Armitage & Nellums, 2020). Their concerns were well-

founded. Even though the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-

abilities (UN CRPD) made provision for equality of access to healthcare, amongst

other provisions, it soon became clear that countries were unable to meet

those obligations. An analysis of the extent to which 14 countries, including

Ireland, developed policies that were aligned with the UN CRPD during the

pandemic found that country responses fell short of their human rights obliga-

tions (Shikako et al., 2023). The global COVID-19 Disability Rights Monitor � a

collaboration of several rights-based NGOS that collated accounts by people

with disabilities of living through the �rst year of the pandemic � claims that

policy-making at that time had a catastrophic e�ect and goes so far as to

suggest that governmental responses were more detrimental to the lives of

people with disabilities than the pandemic itself (Mladenov & Brennan, 2021).

It points to systemic �aws that predate the pandemic including the fragility of

community-based supports, but also points to the pathologising of disability

as an individualised medical vulnerability that contributed to the develop-

ment of those policies. Since then, a systematic review of studies of COVID-

19-related mortality demonstrated that people with disabilities had twice the

risk of dying from COVID-19 as those without disabilities, with an elevated risk

for those with intellectual disabilities, especially Downs Syndrome (Kuper &

Scherer, 2023). These studies indicate that disabled people entered the pan-

demic at a disadvantage and that government policies did not adequately

make provision for their rights during the crisis, with detrimental consequences.

This disadvantage was critical as the digital divide acted as a second

major source of structural and systemic exclusion during the pandemic. The

UN CRPD commits governments to ensuring digital inclusion as a human right

under Articles 19 (right to be included in the community) and 21 (freedom of

expression and opinion). Additionally, the World Health Organisation (WHO)

Global Strategy on Digital Health 2020�2025 encourages countries to develop

ehealth strategies as part of a wider digital health ecosystem that includes

digital literacy, information and communication technologies, as well as ac-

cess to broadband equipment and the Internet that are more important as

digital health becomes more prevalent. This includes assistive products, also
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Chapter 1. Introduction to research

regarded as essential to the realisation of the United Nations Sustainable De-

velopment Goals (Boot et al., 2018; Layton et al., 2020; E. M. Smith et al., 2022).

Assistive products are

any product, including devices, equipment instruments and soft-

ware, especially designed and produced or generally available,

whose primary purpose is to maintain or improve an individual's

functioning and independence and to facilitate participation. (WHO,

n.d.)

Assistive Technology (AT) is an umbrella term covering the systems and ser-

vices related to the delivery of assistive products and services which includes

sta� skillsets (WHO, n.d.). AT often serves as a gateway to internet access mak-

ing it even more critical during the pandemic. However, recognition of the im-

portance of AT had not translated into national policy before the pandemic

(Darcy et al., 2019; Perfect et al., 2018) despite a strong lobby calling for ade-

quate resourcing for products and services (Layton et al., 2020; R. O. Smith et

al., 2018) , and recognition of its role in community living (Owuor et al., 2017)

and third-level education (McNicholl et al., 2023). A lack of policy resulted in

inequitable access to a�ordable and accessible technology and skills amongst

both disabled people attending services and sta� (Borgström et al., 2019;

Caton & Chapman, 2016; D. D. Chadwick et al., 2013; Normand & Sallafranque-

St-Louis, 2016; Seale, 2014). Internet access also formed a barrier to online

participation prior to the pandemic in both high- and low-income countries

(Layton et al., 2020; Scholz et al., 2017). This means that while many work-

places and public services harnessed technology to reestablish some form

of stability in the �rst months of 2020, many people with disabilities and the ser-

vices that supported them were locked out of the digital world.

1.2.2 Irish context

The Irish disability landscape informs this research and illustrates the ten-

sions around service provision in a sector adjusting to a human rights frame-

work, technology and professionalisation of the workforce before the pan-

demic. The Irish system for disability supports can be understood as a loose

constellation of one-third state and two-thirds NGO actors, of di�erent size,

geography, focus and purpose, who together serve 643,000 people (HSE,

2020a). 18,000 people attend day services regularly, and many more access

intermittent supports to manage their condition, attend college, work or live

independently. Services entered the pandemic as relatively stable and pre-
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dominantly face-to-face services, ill-prepared for disruption. The state, having

rati�ed the UN CPRD in 2018, was just beginning its journey to reform the sec-

tor. The relationship between funders and organisations was complex with a

recognition of mutual interdependence between the state and the NGO sec-

tor (Day et al., 2019) but also a growing recognition that recon�guration of

services was needed to match an increase in demand in more cost-e�ective

ways (Collins et al., 2021). A sta� competency framework focusing on skill mix

over professional quali�cation (McHugh, 2020) was also under discussion. The

proposed framework makes a shift in emphasis from focusing on work context

to a reframing of the work as a relationship-based approach to planning and

provision of care, protection, psychosocial and advocacy supports (CORU,

2019). Whilst social justice and human rights are emphasised in the frame-

work, there is concern that practice is being decontextualised both from the

individual setting and from the neoliberal political ideology informing the de-

sign of care services (McHugh, 2020). The need for a digitally enabled work-

force able to capitalise on ehealth and technology is recognised within the

Irish Health Service Executive HR strategy (HSE, 2019). The Irish competency

framework for social care workers recognises the need to be able to apply

digital literacy skills and communication technologies within the context of

Communication, Collaborative Practice and Teamworking (CORU, 2019). AT

was also increasingly recognised as a more e�ective way to support indepen-

dent living and drive down costs of service provision by both policymakers

(HSE, 2019) and advocates (O'Donnell et al., 2016).

However, neither sta� skills nor AT provision had progressed by the time

the pandemic arrived, with the result that digital literacy was poor amongst

disabled people and sta� alike (Walsh et al., 2020). This set the scene for a

poor starting point for digital transformation in services when it was most needed.

Disability supports were not regarded as essential services that needed to re-

main open during lockdown by the National Public Health Emergency Team

(NPHET), which sent organisations scrambling to either justify exceptions to

the rule or to close. In the weeks that followed, the nascent shoots of online

o�erings appeared and they proliferated within some organisations. Tech-

nology quickly became the medium through which contact was made and

sustained. The virtual services that emerged formed a small part of the na-

tional response, and included synchronous (real-time) and asynchronous (pre-

recorded) resources people could access in their own time. This research be-

gins with a focus on these innovations, where sta� initiated online programmes

that grew to form substantial o�erings over time.
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1.3 Rationale for this research

I next outline the broad context and rationale for undertaking this re-

search which then leads to clarifying the research focus. The �rst rationale is

to conduct research that can be both relevant and responsive to the uncer-

tain global conditions in which we live in. This is achieved by studying the in-

novation of virtual services using a systems-informed lens which can embrace

complexity rather than reduce or simplify it. The second rationale is to give pri-

macy to actions that promote innovation in service of sustaining human con-

nection as ends rather than as a means to achieve some other goal. The re-

search is also driven by an imperative to conduct research that can mitigate

against future shocks to services, and contribute to understanding innovative

sta� practices by taking a systems lens to research that takes account of the

complex times in which we live.

Developing an understanding of the conditions that can support online

engagement to support the continuity of supports that sustain connection

and well-being builds on two strong messages that emerged early in the pan-

demic: the �rst was a warning that people with disabilities must not be left be-

hind (WHO, 2020) and the second was a call for transformation within disabil-

ity services (HSE, 2020b). For some commentators, the pandemic was viewed

as an opportunity to spur innovation and halt the progressive marketisation of

healthcare, focusing on reintroducing democratic processes to health and

policy-making (Bayram et al., 2020). Amongst others who focused on the risk

posed to people with disabilities, there was an urgent call to uphold human

rights and mitigate against increasing disparities in access to universal health

coverage. This included an immediate acceleration of preparedness to en-

sure that people with disabilities would not be forgotten in the overall health

response and recognition that this would require innovation and creativity

(Armitage & Nellums, 2020). Throughout the pandemic, a growing body of

research emphasised the need to be better prepared for future crises and in-

clude virtual spaces as an essential part of services (Bignal, 2022; E. M. Smith

et al., 2022). Increasingly, the development of online o�erings into the future

is regarded as an integral part of the need to review sta�ng and funding (Trip

et al., 2022) as well as improve access to technology, including Assistive Tech-

nology (McCausland et al., 2023; Puli et al., 2021).

Knowing that transformation is needed is one step towards sustainabil-

ity, but knowing how to create the right conditions for fostering ethically in-

formed innovation that can transform traditional service provision demands

an investigation into the practices and governance arrangements to sup-
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port versatility within services. Innovation is a term that encompasses the gen-

eration of new ideas and activities that can lead to a rupture between old

and new ways of doing things (Bayram et al., 2020). It can be described as

a multi-stage process whereby organisations transform ideas into new ser-

vices or processes to advance the organisation (Baregheh et al., 2009). The

pandemic o�ered a somewhat unique if unfortunate circumstance to study

adaptive innovation in action and contribute to the knowledge eco-system

as a researcher-narrator of a digital health innovation. Researcher narrators,

according to Bayram et al., are important in the absence of digital health

innovation policies to guard against �digitalism� which they de�ne as an as-

sumption that extreme digital connectivity is desirable in itself, without con-

sidering human rights and democratic practices (Bayram et al., 2020). This

research was designed to learn about innovations driven by the imperative to

sustain human contact through technology as distinct from digitalisation as a

driving force, to inform how to create the conditions for human-centric inno-

vation.

The third rationale for conducting this research with a systems approach

stems from an understanding that sustaining services through a crisis of the

magnitude of the pandemic, where a unique constellation of factors require

immediate attention, is a complex task which requires a framing that is complexity-

informed. Theorists such as Jackson suggest that the way complexity in sys-

tems is understood makes a huge di�erence to how we respond to crises such

as the pandemic (Jackson, 2019). The pandemic itself can be described as

a meta-wicked problem (Rittel & Webber, 1973), which gave rise to another

wicked problem for disability support services, as the equilibrium in which they

usually operated was disrupted with little clarity around how long the pan-

demic might last. �Wicked problem� is a term describing problem situations

where there is no de�nitive de�nition of the problem, and no stopping rule

to indicate what might halt it, or a clear solution about what to do. The pan-

demic created a huge level of uncertainty and precarity across all parts of

society, and the problems posed for disabled populations are diverse and

contextualised to each individual. Wicked problems are also characterised

by their uniqueness and the idea that each solution is a one-shot operation,

where getting it �wrong� could have detrimental long-term implications. Men-

tal health and well-being were a concern not just for people accessing ser-

vices (Lund et al., 2020), but also for their families, particularly where elderly

parents were in caring roles (Wos et al., 2021), all of which made retaining

connection in the absence of physical proximity a critical endeavour. This re-

search seeks to understand the innovation of virtual services by embracing
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the complexity of the situation facing services as they adapted and tailored

responses to best serve the people attending services.

It can also be argued that we are already living amid the �future crises�

that is referred to in current research on inclusive design of disability supports

(Bignal, 2022; E. M. Smith et al., 2022). This research recognises the broader

context of the world we are now living in that is characterised by many entan-

gled and interconnected issues from which no one is immune, and which re-

quire a systemic response. We are now living in what can be characterised as

a "polycrisis", a term inspired by the sociologist Edgar Morin and more recently

adopted by the World Economic Forum to describe climate collapse, the

loss of biodiversity, economic instability, in�ation, inequality, poverty, hunger,

risk of zoonotic spillovers causing pandemics and war (Søgaard Jørgensen

et al., 2024). Ison and Straw argue that public policy persistently fails to ad-

dress some of these issues due to an inability to accurately frame situations as

"wicked problems" by treating them as though they were tame or attempting

to prematurely "tame" them (R. Ison & Straw, 2020). An example is the Sustain-

able Development Goals, which treat each issue as distinct rather than indi-

visible (Klein et al., 2023). Wicked problems are symptomatic of other prob-

lems and the task of sustaining disability services is set within a backdrop of

ongoing global disruption. This context highlights the ongoing importance of

developing knowledge about digital innovation and must inform the framing

of the research if we are to �future-proof� disability supports and services. In-

novation requires responsibility for how we frame situations and situate them

within the context of our current human situation and what it means to be hu-

man (R. L. Ison, 2023). If disability services are to be sustainable, there is a re-

quirement for an acceleration of digital innovation that can form part of the

response to withstand unexpected shocks, but this also calls for research that

can embrace rather than reduce complexity.

A systems thinking framing can support both a more holistic understand-

ing of how disability services operate as a complex interplay of di�erent parts

and an understanding of the complexity of developing virtual services. Sys-

tems thinking is useful for discerning an understanding of di�erent perspec-

tives on an issue, which are underlaid by di�erent framings of what the prob-

lem to be addressed is. Di�erent actors have di�erent perspectives which in-

�uence their understanding of the starting point for disability services entering

the pandemic. For example, the European Association of Service Providers

emphasises the underfunding of disability services that led them to operate

in survival mode prior to the pandemic, alongside a crisis in keeping sta� due

to poor pay (Bignal, 2022), while AT-focused researchers point to a lack of crit-
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Figure 1.1: Research Focus

ical skills amongst people with disabilities, caregivers and service providers

as contributing to insu�cient emergency preparedness regarding AT services

(E. M. Smith et al., 2022). Other researchers remind us that online engage-

ment's bene�ts were established before the pandemic (Finn, 1999), but atti-

tudes within organisations and exclusionary technology design leads to sys-

temic exclusion from participation in mainstream culture (Darcy et al., 2019).

All perspectives are valid and together they make a strong case for improv-

ing the access of people with disabilities to digital life, and inform how this re-

search shifts from a broad range of concerns to a speci�c focus.

1.3.1 Research focus

The rapid digitalisation of disability supports during the pandemic sets

the context for this research which leads to a speci�c focus on the following

situation of interest: the innovative development of online services through

sta� practices that support innovation, safety and belonging. These guide the

development of the aim of the research and research questions. The research

focus is presented in Fig. 1.1. This diagram format is developed and is used

throughout this research project to orientate the four qualitative research con-

cerns. These are: deciding the focus, framing the research project, selection

of methodologies and distilling research (Blaikie & Priest, 2019).
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1.3.2 Research aims

The research aims to explore the sta� practices and governance ar-

rangements that contribute to designing safe virtual environments for people

with disabilities to meet and connect in meaningful ways to mitigate risks to

services in a volatile environment through a systems thinking lens. The aim is

developed through a process of re�nement of my general practice, which

is a broad interest in developing digital civic spaces to support sustainable

communities amongst people with disabilities, and distilled from the process

of identifying a situation of interest to focus the research on. The COVID-19

pandemic presented an unanticipated opportunity to study the develop-

ment of virtual services in real-time as a way of sustaining contact between

people with disabilities and their support services.

1.3.3 Research questions

The research questions are guided by the aims and objectives and are

presented here as a combined progression across three iterative research cy-

cles. The overarching research questions that this research seeks to address

are as follows:

1. How can psychological safety be understood in the context of virtual

services?

2. What sta� practices support the conditions for psychologically safe vir-

tual spaces where people with disabilities can meet online and experi-

ence meaningful connection?

3. How can systemic governance systems support psychological safety in

Safe Virtual Spaces?

1.3.4 Research framing

A brief introduction to the research framing and systems thinking is pre-

sented here, in advance of Chapter 3 which covers methodology, as it in-

forms the systems approach to research. The systems approach represents

a fundamental paradigmatic shift to approaching research and underpins

the philosophical and methodological approaches taken. This is a qualita-

tive research project, that could be described as a "big Q" approach to de-

lineate it from a small "q" approach associated with positivist research which is

concerned with reliability, avoiding bias and generalizability (Braun & Clarke,
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2021; Kidder & Fine, 1987). While qualitative research can often be retrospec-

tive, this research is conducted as a real-time inquiry into the evolution of vir-

tual disability services during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this way, it takes an

appreciative approach (Cooperrider et al., 2008) to understanding innovation

in action.

1.3.5 A Systems approach to research

Systems thinking is a term used to describe a transdisciplinary �eld of

endeavour that began with Bogdanov in Russia and Bertalan�y in the USA,

both of whom sought to work with whole systems and move away from a

Cartesian approach to science (Hammond, 2017; “enalp & Midgley, 2023).

It evolved as an approach to qualitative research, inquiry and design com-

prised of many methodologies, methods and techniques characterised by

a distinctive approach to understanding inter-relationships, engaging with

multiple perspectives and making critical boundaries judgements. If social

phenomena operate as wholes and behave systemically, then systems re-

search must match that understanding with research that is theoretically and

methodologically congruent with a worldview that shifts from a mechanis-

tic worldview to a systems worldview (Jackson, 2019). A mechanistic world-

view assumes that objective scienti�c knowledge can be produced and ab-

stracted from one context to another, whereas a systems approach embraces

the understanding that the researcher's worldview impacts the system being

researched. Complexity approaches have been applied to health and ed-

ucation but have not managed to move su�ciently beyond description to

in�uence policy and practice (A. Carroll, 2021; Kwamie, 2015; Kwamie et al.,

2021; Ueland et al., 2021). This may be because many scholars promoting the

use of complexity theory do so without attending to the paradigm shift that is

needed to move beyond a positivist framing which is attached to a mecha-

nistic worldview or explicit statement of the epistemological commitments be-

ing made (Klein et al., 2023). For example implementation science 3.0 recog-

nises the value of complexity approaches (Albers et al., 2020), but does so

from an understanding that a �mechanisms framing� can direct the �cogs

and gears� of complex systems (Grant et al., 2024), which is essentially under-

pinned by an unquestioned engineering metaphor which assumes scienti�c

control over living systems.

Similarly, advocates for systems thinking in disability services assume

that a systems approach can be applied through �nding leverage points for

change without a commensurate commitment to also conducting research
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systemically or giving explicit attention to researcher re�exivity (Holloway et

al., 2018; Jesus et al., 2020). Finding a leverage point in a system, a small and

often counterintuitive change, can tip the direction in which a system is mov-

ing and is critical to e�ective systems change (Meadows, 2008), but assuming

leverage points can be identi�ed objectively is misleading. Theoretical plural-

ism is to be welcomed within systems research to avoid the trap of assuming

that one foundational theory can represent reality (Midgley & Ochoa-Arias,

2001), but systems research using systems as concepts has the potential to

support a deeper inquiry into the situation being studied.

There are di�erent ways in which the word "systems" can be understood.

I have laid out some di�erences in Table 1.1. Distinguishing between systems

as real-world entities and systems that are socially constructed marks a shift

from a �rst-order to a second-order concept about what systems represent.

Describing systems as real entities with an agreed de�nition of boundaries

and interrelationships is described as a �rst-order approach (Flood, 2010) or

a �hard� systems thinking approach which can often result in reifying �the sys-

tem� (R. Ison, 2017). It o�ers descriptions, conveys attributes, characteristics

and dynamics most often associated with systems engineering (Klein et al.,

2023). A second-order framing makes di�erent assumptions: �rstly it assumes

that the world is intuitively systemic and characterised by emergence and

adaptation (Flood, 2010), but these systems cannot be described in their en-

tirety, nor can researchers suppose with any authority to have an all-encompassing

vantage point. This indicates a shift from ontological concerns with the nature

of reality to epistemological concerns on the assumption that systems are so-

cial constructions and so the word is applied to the process of learning about

how to inquire into problematic situations e�ectively rather than used to de-

scribe the world (P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020).

The use of the word system is no longer applied to the world, it is

instead applied to the process of our dealing with the world. It is

this shift of systemicity (or systemness) from the world to the process

of inquiry into the world which is the crucial intellectual distinction

between the two fundamental forms of systems thinking, `hard' and

`soft' (P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020)).

A systems approach also understands that interrelationships and interdepen-

dencies between di�erent elements are dependent on personal perspectives

which are always partial (Reynolds & Holwell, 2020). A systemic approach to

research emphasises the context of the larger whole and drawing boundaries

in consultation with other key stakeholders. A system as concept is consciously
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framed in terms that make it a discernible �whole� that includes di�erent en-

tities acting towards a speci�c purpose. A well-boundaried system does not

include absolutely everything but supports an actively considered shift from a

broad range of concerns to a focused �system� which is constructed for the

purpose of research. Constructing a system in this way requires re�exivity on

the part of the researcher, in recognition that, as impartiality or objectivity is

not possible, the personal Weltanschauung � or orientation towards the world

� has a bearing on research (P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020; R. Ison, 2017). To-

gether, both �rst and second-order systems thinking form a strong basis for

systems research. Socially constructed systems act in ways that can be de-

scribed as systemic and presumed to represent reality. This re�ects the princi-

ple of systemicity which regards phenomena as a uni�ed whole, wherein the

individual attributes cannot be inferred from individual components (Letiche,

2019). Systemicity embodies the interconnectedness and interdependence of

various elements within a system, emphasising the holistic view of systems as

dynamic entities and how they interact, in�uence each other, and contribute

to the system's overall behaviour and functioning, and it paves the way for

systems research that can use systems ideas in distinct ways (see Table 1.1).

Constructs developed as a result of conducting systems research also

re�ect an understanding of the systemicity inherent in social phenomena and

individual ways of being and doing. Constructs are abstract ideas created

or de�ned to represent phenomena which can not be directly observed in a

way that allows them to be understood and acted on. Systemically informed

constructs may o�er a way to address what psychologists acknowledge is a

crisis in con�dence in developing and measuring psychological constructs

due to a lack of replicability (Peters & Crutzen, 2024). Organisations can ex-

hibit unconscious patterning in behaviours not detected in constructs com-

posed in psychology theory or traditional management approaches. For ex-

ample, the perception that organisations are instrumental tools for achiev-

ing a particular purpose without consideration of self-organising patterns that

create organisational coherence, or the tendency to regard issues as prob-

lems rather than opportunities to learn and innovate (Buckle, 2003), may con-

strain e�ective construct development. Consideration must be given to the

systemic conditions that give rise to or inhibit learning and change in real-

world contexts, in a way that moves beyond what Buckle describes as an

over-reliance on positioning expertise and a tendency towards entrainment,

that leads to unconscious behavioural alignment in prevailing systemic dy-

namics (Buckle, 2003). An understanding of systemicity can be used to inform

the development of constructs by taking the following three orientations that
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Table 1.1: Di�erent understandings of `systems'

Understanding of systems

System Nature of system Research focus

System as
content

Systemicity is assumed to
be part of real-world
phenomenon and the
situation being researched
is understood as a
complex living system

Research focuses on
understanding components and
dynamics of a system (Varey, 2017)

System as
concept

Systems are socially
constructed with an
epistemological or
explanatory intent

Research focuses on creating
boundaries around a perceived
�whole� to re�ne research focus
within a speci�c context.
Research focuses on developing
systemically informed ideas to
concepts from other domains
(Varey, 2017).

System as
construct

Systems are generalisable
from direct or indirect
observation of social
phenomena

Research focuses on developing
systemic understandings and
theoretical constructs to explain
the nature of dynamic social
phenomena

characterise a systems approach, namely understanding interrelationships,

engaging with multiple perspectives and making critical boundary judge-

ments (Williams & Hummelbrunner, 2010). This is depicted in Figure 1.2. The star

in the middle indicates that the space for conducting research arises from

consideration of all three concerns, which can lead to the development of

constructs that re�ect an understanding of the systemic nature of social phe-

nomena.

1.3.6 Limitations of this research

This research has some limitations which have in�uenced some key de-

sign decisions about what to include and exclude for the research to be both

viable and rigorous within the framing of a PhD thesis and to respond to the

constraints imposed by the pandemic. The research was originally conceived

of as Systemic Action Research (Burns, 2014) where the research could be co-

produced with bene�ciaries in line with the ethical commitment of systems re-

search to create change with people involved in the situation. The pandemic
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Figure 1.2: Interrelationships, multiple perspectives and critical bound-
ary judgements

acted as a constraint to actualising this, and it may at the time have been

unethical to attempt to do so as will be discussed in Chapter 3 on methodol-

ogy. Time constraints, and conducting the entire research process remotely,

as well as studying remotely, was also a limiting factor in this research. While

it made the study possible, my family and I were also living through the pan-

demic during this research, and work, school and home all converged in one

place, with additional caring responsibilities and bereavement also having an

impact.

1.3.7 Contribution and speci�c use of �ndings

The key contribution this research makes to knowledge is to contribute

to a nuanced understanding of the governance arrangements required for
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viable and sustainable digital disability services that retains a strong focus on

human-centric relational supports rather than technologically driven service

delivery models. This is also about the democratisation of disability supports.

The contribution is discussed in detail in Chapter 7. The �ndings will be used to

inform and engage disability services, advocacy organisations and policy-

makers about the value of safe virtual spaces in unstable environments, and

how to design them and help resource sta� or other facilitators to create the

conditions necessary to design them so that they can be both stable and vi-

able from a governance perspective. The �ndings will also be shared with or-

ganisations involved in FreedomTech's community of practice, many of whom

participated in the research. It will also be shared with a wider group of re-

search participant organisations not just in Ireland but in the EU, the UK and

Australia. Dissemination will include website content, blog posts and aca-

demic papers. It will also include seminar presentations within the disability

arena � both in terms of service provision, AT and in relation to the regulation

of social care as well as the systems academic community.

1.4 How this thesis is organised

This thesis departs from the traditional format, where an introduction is

followed by a literature review that identi�es a gap in knowledge that is then

explored empirically, with �ndings and discussion presented in sequence. As

the research was conducted over a three year period, during which virtual

services evolved and matured, it makes more sense to present the three re-

search cycles as distinct research projects, each with its own methodology,

and discussion. This is also in keeping with an iterative approach to systems re-

search, where the outcome of one research cycle informs the input for the

next. The exception is with the �nal research study, where the discussion is

elaborated on in the �nal chapter. There are seven chapters and the focus

of each is laid out as follows:

1.4.0.1 Chapter 2: Literature review

This chapter builds on the systems research approach outlined in Chap-

ter 1, to create an understanding of how services innovated during the pan-

demic to develop virtual services. It presents three bodies of literature: com-

plexity theory is applied to digital innovation, psychological safety is applied

to online facilitation, and practice theory supports an understanding of the

practices sta� engage in to both construct and facilitate virtual services. Cur-
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rent literature on virtual engagements and their bene�ts are explored along-

side an analysis of why services have not sustained the adaptation despite its

advantages, using complexity and social learning theory. The literature also

focuses on the relational dynamic that supports e�ective online engagement

supported by psychological safety, meaningful connection and belonging

and sta� presence. This relational dynamic may form a strong basis for un-

derstanding how virtual services retain a human-centric focus, and enhance

agency amongst those attending. The literature on practice theory, speci�-

cally theories of practice architecture, is used to understand the dance be-

tween �being� and �doing� in the digital space. Together they lay a founda-

tion for understanding the evolution and value of digital innovation in disabil-

ity supports, facilitation practices and governance issues that contribute to

setting the conditions for safe virtual spaces.

1.4.0.2 Chapter 3: Research methodology

This chapter outlines the overarching approach to designing this re-

search across three sections. The �rst section presents the ontological and

epistemological framing for the research, which subscribes to a Critical Re-

alist approach that is commensurate with a systems research epistemology.

A commitment is made to conduct multi-methodological research giving pri-

macy to the situation in context, that can contribute to the real-world situa-

tion. The second section in this chapter explores the systems research prac-

tice skills needed to claim that this research is systems research. A commit-

ment is made to attend to 1st person, 2nd person and 3rd person concerns

associated with Action Research and systems research competencies through

re�exive practice. The third section outlines the research questions, the over-

arching design process using Soft Systems Methodology, a problem structur-

ing approach to researching complex situations, which is used to guide three

iteratively designed research cycles. Research logistics are presented here

including the following: timing, ethics, participants, data reduction and anal-

ysis approaches, as well as consideration of critical boundary decisions made

throughout the research. The chapter concludes with a re�exive researcher

statement on positionality.

1.4.0.3 Chapter 4: The Emergence of Virtual Services

This chapter presents the �rst research cycle which consists of interviews

with 12 Irish service providers conducted in 2020 to understand the experi-

ence of taking disability services online. This cycle attends to the initial problem-
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structuring phase associated with Soft Systems Methodology which focuses

on constructing a better understanding of the experience of taking services

online, in the absence of explicit policy guidance or digital skills. The inter-

views are analysed using Re�exive Thematic Analysis leading to eight themes

that describe how virtual services are constructed (doing) and the quality of

interaction in the space (being). The themes also describe the level of adap-

tation and innovation sta� engage in that aligns with an understanding of

how Complex Adaptive Systems behave. The discussion section concludes

that technical know-how can be developed where the desire to sustain hu-

man connection is strong and there is an openness to adapt and learn. Sta�

also engage in enacted sense-making which requires a strong sense of pres-

ence, thus creating the conditions for psychological safety to support mean-

ingful connections online.

1.4.0.4 Chapter 5: Psychological safety and Meaningful connection

Research cycle 2 investigates the conditions that give rise to psycho-

logical safety and a meaningful connection in virtual services. It also explores

the sta� practices that create the conditions for a felt sense of psychologi-

cal safety. The research cycle is designed to gather diverse views on these

two concepts from sta� working in Virtual Services. The �ndings of an online

World Cafe with twenty-one Irish service providers is presented and analysed

using Re�exive Thematic Analysis and Theories of Practice Architectures. The

research approach, process, analysis and �ndings that include eight themes

are presented along with a discussion. The chapter concludes that psycho-

logical safety is a core condition for the e�ective running of virtual spaces,

but the current framing in the literature is ill-suited to the context of disability

services. A virtuous cycle is proposed where sta� presence creates the condi-

tions for psychological safety to arise leading to meaningful connections that

support a sense of mattering. This cycle is supported by sta� practices that

are enabled or constrained by organisational norms.

1.4.0.5 Chapter 6: Viability and sustainability in Safe Virtual Spaces

The �nal research cycle is an international modi�ed online Delphi sur-

vey which veri�es the �ndings around sta� practices that support safe virtual

spaces, whilst also looking at the governance arrangements needed to sup-

port them. The framing for the survey draws on the Viable System Model (VSM)

devised from Systems theory. The purpose of this �nal research cycle is twofold.

It seeks to validate the �ndings from Cycle 2 which proposes a reframing of
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what psychologically safe virtual spaces consist of and the practices used

to support the creation of safety in virtual services. It also aims to develop an

understanding of the governance arrangements needed to develop and sus-

tain viable safe virtual spaces. The case is made for designing a real-time Del-

phi survey online using the Viable System Model as a way of structuring the

questions that can support learning about the conditions needed for viable

safe spaces. The �ndings are discussed within the framing of the VSM in brief

with the main discussion reserved for Chapter 7, where they are considered in

the context of the overall research outcomes.

1.4.0.6 Chapter 7: Discussion, recommendations and conclusions

This chapter starts with an overarching discussion on the meta-framing

and context in which the research took place, and some key concerns about

the past, present and future of virtual services. It presents key �ndings includ-

ing the following: psychological safety is key to the viability of virtual services,

and needs to be contextualised to disability services, where it is most usefully

understood as a systemic construct reliant on sta� presence and leading to

meaningful connection, mattering and belonging. This makes having a psy-

chologically safe space an end in itself, rather than instrumental to a business

purpose. The framing proposed here is Safe Virtual Spaces which arise when

Sta� practices that support safety, technology as the site of practice and en-

vironmental and contextual factors cohere. A synthesis of the �ndings from

the Delphi survey leads to an understanding that demand for virtual services

will rise, there are governance issues that need to be considered and there is

a need for the development of principles for designing Safe Virtual Spaces.

Some consideration is also given to power and practice. The contribution to

knowledge is considered, along with potential areas for future research and

research limitations. It concludes with a personal re�ection on the journey

and future practice.

1.4.1 Researcher statement: Weltanschauung

I grew up in a house where tripping over a growing inward-bound �ow

of technology that mushroomed exponentially from 1980 onwards was the

norm. My father was an early adopter with a ferocious appetite for gadgets

and his excitement around �the next thing� was palpable until the speed of

progress began to translate into piles of wires and discarded tech. In 1987, I

was the only psychology student in University College Cork handing in printed

assignments from an Amstrad laptop and a dot matrix printer, acquired from
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his cast-o�s. There was a guy working on the 14th �oor of the science depart-

ment who, I was told, could channel information from around the world on

his computer, so I made my way there and he printed out a heap of femi-

nist conversations all the way from California. In random printouts from the

nascent internet, I found people writing about what I was thinking. None of

this gave me a love of technology, but I loved what it could do. When years

later I visited disability services around Ireland with my laptop, dongle and

an early smartphone in my bag, I was disturbed to see people sitting star-

ing into space with Nokia phones hanging from their necks, and no access

to a world beyond those walls. There were often rows of some company's

discarded laptops lined up against a wall, unused and unplugged. And if I

asked for the code for the WiFi, sta� wriggled with discomfort of not know-

ing, and they might suggest asking the business next store if I really needed it

for my advocacy presentation about the importance of voting or something

like that. It was 2013. Back in my Dublin o�ce enclave, the depth of the in-

equality began to stew, and morphed into a community of practice on assis-

tive technology, though many services were reluctant to even talk about it, as

they sank their teeth into more basic issues around funding and governance.

I knew nothing about assistive technology but I knew it made me mobile, al-

lowed me to work when I wanted to, corrected my awful spelling and, best

of all, it allowed me to work from home when I needed to. As the commu-

nity of practice evolved to �nd its own identity in collaboration with others,

FreedomTech became an overarching banner for advocacy around assistive

technology access, and the community of practice became the Community

Hub for Assistive Technology (CHAT). It swelled into morning gatherings of up

to 100 people, keen to come and slow to leave, and it self-organised with a

steering group of three. I started on the ADVANCE PhD programme in 2019,

having left my laptop and dongle job behind, but sustaining a commitment

to chair FreedomTech. My research interest was to develop a digital commu-

nity that would o�er a liberating alternative to what I saw as a sense of owner-

ship that service providers had �over� the people they served. The pandemic

prompts a di�erent kind of response, one that can sustain people and per-

haps even disrupt a complacency I associate with service provision. I am also

aware that my experience may bias my perception of organisations and that

many people �nd a "home" in services, in an otherwise unsupportive world,

and that technology is not for everyone. Being aware of my Weltanschauung

(P. Checkland, 1991) is also about holding a wide and balanced view and

being open to new information, even when it contradicts my experience. I

was continuously surprised by the commitment and initiative I encountered
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and used journaling to mitigate against my own biases about how conser-

vative services were throughout my 20 years working on the ground, before

moving into policy. And what I observed at the beginning of the pandemic

was something di�erent which led to this research: some sta� expressed a

desire to learn how to sustain contact with those they served and often had

enduring relationships with. And the ambition now is to contribute to prepar-

ing us for further disruption ahead, so that no one is left behind without some

means, however imperfect, to sustain their human right to connection and

belonging.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review

All phenomena may be investigated and understood as organiza-

tional processes (Bogdanov, 1913�1917, pp. 5�6).

2.1 Introduction

To set a foundation for the forthcoming studies, this chapter draws on

concepts within the literature from three disciplines: systems thinking, psy-

chology and practice theory. The intersection of these disciplines creates

a unique lens through which to examine safe virtual spaces as an emerg-

ing service model for disability services. Together they lay a foundation for

understanding the evolution and value of digital innovation in disability sup-

ports, facilitation practices, and governance issues that contribute to setting

the conditions for safe virtual spaces. A systems thinking approach forms the

foundational theory and is threaded throughout this research; the innovation

of virtual services arising during the pandemic can be understood through

a complexity framing (systems as content). Systems theory can also be used

to enrich the construct of psychological safety in this context, whilst practice

theory provides a theoretical underpinning for conceptualising how services

innovated in context. Chapter 1 has provided a foundational understanding

of the nature of systems. Further discussion of speci�c systems theories will be

presented as they are applied in the literature review. Psychology informs the-

ories of safety, meaning, presence and belonging which are constructs used

to explore the experience of being online in the virtual space. Concepts sur-

rounding practice theory contribute to an understanding of how sta� inno-

vate in the absence of overarching policy guidance (See Table 2.1).
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Table 2.1: Disciplines informing literature review

Theoretical
ap-
proaches

Structure of literature
review

Theories Study

Systems
Thinking

Governing digital
innovation in
disability supports

Complexity theory to
describe disability and
technology landscape
(Systems as content)
Learning and innovation
practices in context (systems
as concept). Establish
elements of safety (Systems
as construct)

1

Psychology Psychological safety
in online settings

Psychological safety-
meaning, belonging,
presence

2,3

Sociology,
philosophy

A practice theory
approach to
facilitating safe
virtual supports

Theory of Practice
architectures

2,3

We need to reframe how we understand the potential value of digi-

tal communities for people with disabilities as an enriching space alongside

the facilitation practices that support a felt sense of safety and connection.

This is important because digital interactions increasingly form a large part

of our social lives and mediate our relationships, and disabled people have

too often been excluded from participation, which poses both human rights

concerns and future risk of exclusion in an increasingly digitalised and volatile

world. The nascent literature on digital engagement presents a dichotomised

view about the degree to which it either expands our horizon for interaction

that frees us from our localised embodied selves to interact with like-minded

people and extend our sense of self, or is an expression of �networked individ-

ualism� (Osler, 2020), where localised community is being abandoned and is

a poor substitute for face to face community (Osler, 2024). Regardless of the

stance, it is assumed that online engagement is an inferior version of face to

face contact (Osler, 2020), and a precarious way to engage that can lead to

a�ective dysregulation (James et al., 2022). There is a tendency to view virtual

engagement as less `real' than in-person contact (Osler, 2020). Moreover, the

common narrative in disability literature points out that there is a tendency to

regard digital engagement as a temporary anomaly in an unusual time, and
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that it is fraught with safeguarding and capacity issues which are to be cor-

rected by the resumption of face-to-face contacts as soon as it is safe to do

so (Fortune et al., 2024). We need to understand more about the potential of

online services, by evaluating the level of meaningful connection attainable

online, and learn from the adaptive sta� practices that supported engage-

ment during the pandemic in the context of increasing global uncertainty.

This literature review addresses these issues, by traversing three distinct litera-

tures.

This literature review is organised into three parts. It �rst explores the sta-

tus of digital innovation and inclusion in disability supports and the governance

frameworks that prompt or constrain their development. The extant literature

on online engagement within the disability �eld, and the extent to which it

was perceived as bene�cial to participants' mental health and wellbeing, is

then explored including research conducted in the context of the pandemic

and emerging questions about the level of innovation in this area. Secondly,

the value of psychological safety theory is considered as a framework that

o�ers a departure from de�cit-based thinking commonly associated with

disability. There is a large body of literature on psychological safety, which

is regarded as a mature theory that has come of age (A. C. Edmondson &

Bransby, 2023) how this construct can translate from a business setting to a dis-

ability support service is considered. Thirdly, practice theory, and in particular

theories of practice architecture and systems theory in the form of the Viable

Systems Model are discussed as o�ering alternative framings for developing

practice-led safe virtual spaces and creating governance structures at an or-

ganisational level around them. These literatures have di�erent ontological

and epistemological commitments, which are explored through a systems

thinking research framing and they inform the research studies that follow.

2.2 Section One: Governing digital innovation

This section outlines the status of digital innovation in the disability space

entering the pandemic alongside an exploration of the potential that online

supports o�er, which prompts questions about what constrains and promotes

innovative practices at an organisational level. It argues that in the prevailing

external environment, policy alone is unlikely to make provision for the level

of innovation needed to respond to crises. Creating the conditions for cul-

ture change within a risk-adverse sector where sta� are not adequately re-

sourced calls for a complexity framing to understand how organisations can
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self-organise, adapt and innovate during a period of disruption. Systems the-

ory provides a lens to understand how some disability organisations adapt as

open systems, overcoming safeguarding concerns to harness the potential

of technology as never before. As systems are continuously self-organising,

our key interest is whether disability organisations organise as open or closed

systems and how that in�uences innovation. The literature is supplemented

with a �gure outlining some of the main elements of the digital landscape in

disability supports entering the pandemic (See Fig 2.1). This literature raises im-

portant questions around resilience in disability supports and the governance

systems that sustain them.

The prevailing policy environment is characterised by a gap between

international recognition that access to technology and Assistive Technology

(AT) is a human right, and a lack of national policies to address the right to

digital inclusion. AT often serves as a gateway to internet access (E. M. Smith

et al., 2022), which makes it relevant to accessing virtual services. The United

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) grants

people the right to equal access to information and communication tech-

nologies and systems (Article 9) and access to Assistive Technology is regarded

as central to the realisation of all aspects of life enshrined in the Convention

(E. M. Smith et al., 2022) as well as the Sustainable Development Goals (Clark

et al., 2022; Panda & Kaur, 2024; Tebbutt et al., 2016). The World Health Orga-

nization recognises AT's critical role in promoting societal participation through

the Global Cooperation on Assistive Technology initiative, re�ecting a global

commitment to leveraging technology for disability inclusion (Desmond et

al., 2018), and there is a recognised need for resources to embed AT services

within disability services (Layton et al., 2020; E. M. Smith et al., 2018). However,

these international developments had not yet impacted on national poli-

cymaking prior to the pandemic (Darcy et al., 2019; Perfect et al., 2018). A

scoping review of the WHO European region suggests that fragmented na-

tional policies on AT are common: a lack of consensus on de�nitions makes

it di�cult to assess need and coverage and make comparisons across coun-

tries (Mishra et al., 2022). Ireland's AT services are fragmented (O'Donnell et

al., 2016) and there appears to be a blindspot in thinking more broadly about

access to technology amongst people with disabilities beyond the educa-

tion sector. With the exception of education, Ireland's national strategy on

disability does not make reference or provision for technology in other aspects

of people's lives (NDIS, 2017). Digital literacy is beginning to attract focus with

the development of the national Adult Literacy for Life Strategy (ALfL, 2021)

that includes digital skills across Irish society, but again most of the empha-
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sis is on sta� digital skills in both Irish healthcare policy (HSE, 2019) and in the

regulatory framework for social care workers (CORU, 2019). The disconnect

between aspiration and policy ampli�es the digital divide entering the pan-

demic.

2.2.1 Digital engagement prior to the pandemic

The pandemic o�ers a catalyst for exploring digital inclusion but the

case for its bene�ts is already established. Early research on Online Health

Communities [OHCs], which describes forums centred on speci�c medical

conditions, peer support and mental health, suggests that they enhance ac-

cess to health information (Magnusson et al., 2004) and provide a space where

people with chronic conditions can meet for both formal and informal peer

support without having to leave home (Braithwaite et al., 1999). Perhaps the

greatest advantage is the expansive impact on relationships: they open up

new opportunities to share stories with peers (Seymour & Lupton, 2004), en-

hance creative expression and reduce social isolation (Finn, 1999). Online

communication also allows people to step outside of disabled/nondisabled

binaries, as disclosure of a disability is optional in some settings (Borgström

et al., 2019; Caton & Chapman, 2016; Seymour & Lupton, 2004). Social me-

dia also o�ers a way to enhance friendships, social identity and self-esteem

(Caton & Chapman, 2016; D. D. Chadwick & Fullwood, 2018) and increases

people's sense of control over their lives (Borgström et al., 2019). As early as

1999, it was becoming clear that online communities could prove particularly

bene�cial for individuals facing physical or psychological impediments to ac-

cessing face-to-face services, including geographical isolation, transportation

challenges, communicative constraints, or limited opportunities for social en-

gagement (Finn, 1999). Despite these advantages, and the freedoms o�ered

by digital participation, organisations are slow to innovate using technology.

2.2.2 Digital inclusion during the pandemic

Research conducted during the pandemic paints a consistent view

of the value of online engagement. It is associated with increased life satis-

faction, happiness, enhanced choice, empowerment, autonomy, and con�-

dence against the backdrop of a signi�cant decline in face-to-face interac-

tions (D. Chadwick et al., 2022). People with intellectual disabilities reported a

sense of overwhelm and anxiety due to the disruption of routines and loss of
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Figure 2.1: Systems map: policy, potential and barriers to online engagement
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social contacts; connecting with others online supports better mental health

(Lake et al., 2021) and mitigates against isolation (Stuart et al., 2021). Online

contact is viewed by people with intellectual disabilities as being critical to

maintaining interpersonal relationships, social inclusion and resilience (Mc-

Causland et al., 2023; Sche�ers et al., 2021). Not only do they receive support,

they give it also (Lake et al., 2021). Many di�erent activities drew people to-

gether, but staying connected is a thread across di�erent groupings and ac-

tivities: for people recovering from a stroke, or living with dementia, chronic

obstructive pulmonary disease or Parkinson's disease, for example, partici-

pating in a choir can provide a space to meet and experience a sense of to-

getherness (Tamplin & Thompson, 2023) Exercise programmes for people with

multiple sclerosis are as much about connecting as moving (Galway et al.,

2024).

Considering evidence on the bene�ts of online participation, expo-

nential growth in the accessible capabilities o�ered by technology and an

increasing spotlight on Assistive Technology, it could have been expected

that the digital divide would be breached during or shortly after the pan-

demic. Di�erences in internet access o�er an indicator of the digital divide:

67.9% of the global population has access to the internet, and European us-

age rates are even higher at 89.2% according to 2022 World Internet Statis-

tics. In contrast, people with disabilities in the EU experience a 62% reduced

probability of possessing home internet access (Scholz et al., 2017). The de-

terminants of digital exclusion amongst disabled populations include living

alone, aging and cost according to Scholz Scholz et al., 2017. Barriers and

enablers of Assistive Technology take-up are summarised as accessibility of

technology, a�ordability and acceptability of being seen to use it by others

(Mishra et al., 2022). Moreover, there is a widely accepted understanding that

the prevailing political, economic and cultural climate exerts an exclusionary

e�ect on disabled people's access to the digital world (Borgström et al., 2019;

Caton & Chapman, 2016; D. Chadwick et al., 2013; Seale, 2014). Research

indicates that the gap which was widening before the pandemic was exac-

erbated rather than addressed by the pandemic (O'Sullivan et al., 2021; E. M.

Smith et al., 2022). Smith and colleagues (E. M. Smith et al., 2022) suggest that

AT was not prioritised as an essential service during the pandemic and the

speed with which governments initiated lockdowns resulted in many being

ill-prepared for telehealth-based services and the digital skills they require to

both develop and ensure people could access them. Safeguarding concerns

pose additional barriers to participation (Eriksson & Ineland, 2023), as do sta�

judgements about people's capabilities (Gelfgren et al., 2022). The fact that
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digital services are not the norm post-pandemic poses a concern for the ori-

entation of disability policy and services towards digital innovation and their

resilience in an unstable operating environment.

Literature on the role of digital inclusion during the pandemic continues

to grow, but there is little focus on how innovation is fostered and the facilita-

tion skills needed to sustain online engagement. Safeguarding concerns and

assumptions about the capability of people with disabilities to participate on-

line trumps innovation even when the bene�t is known, particularly for people

with intellectual disabilities (Gelfgren et al., 2022). Since the pandemic, there

are calls for service providers to develop their skills and capacity for the de-

livery of remote services and provide training and appropriate digital and as-

sistive technologies to clients and their caregivers to facilitate engagement

with health services and their communities (Sche�ers et al., 2021; E. M. Smith

et al., 2022). However, the focus here is often on digital skill competencies

and less on supporting sta� to develop innovative skills or online facilitation

skills. Where studies attend to sta� skills, the focus is on practices that support

access to technology rather than on facilitating group engagement online

(Seale, 2023). Two questions arise here: what are the supporting conditions for

digital innovation in the absence of clear policy guidance, and what does it

take to facilitate safe virtual engagement that sustains a sense of connection

in uncertain external environmental conditions? These questions can best be

addressed by using a complexity lens.

2.2.3 A complexity approach to digital innovation

A complexity approach o�ers an understanding of why some organisa-

tions get �stuck�, yet others are driven by a culture that supports self-organised

innovation even without guiding policies. There is no overarching structural

governance stitching di�erent elements together horizontally (eg. AT capa-

bilities and social care competencies) or vertically (eg. integration between

international and international policy instruments) indicating a systems-wide

�stuckness�. The absence of clear direction at the start of the pandemic may

cause many organisations to �freeze� or get stuck according to social �eld

theory which describes psychological forces that motivate both individual

and collective behaviour, and act in ways to preserve their own existence,

with sta� acting from culturally embedded organisational norms that restricted

digital inclusion (Lewin, 1951). However, the absence of policy can also lead

to a very di�erent outcome. Intentional voids in policy can also prompt inno-

vation by creating enough constructive ambiguity in a time of turbulence to

prompt innovation (Inkpen & Choudhury, 1995). Innovation refers to �the im-
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plementation of new or or signi�cantly changed product or process� (Gault,

2018). Some scholars suggest that formal strategies can impede innovation

where they have become embedded in the organisational mindset and sti-

�e creativity and responsiveness (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985) or block out or-

ganisations' �peripheral vision� to real-world conditions (Inkpen & Choudhury,

1995). It may be that organisations tend to act with a consistency that is em-

bedded within their own conditioning, in patterned and collectively organ-

ised ways, and which is coherent with their internal logic, whether conscious

or not (Buckle, 2003; R. C. Chia & Mackay, 2023). The implication of this is that,

regardless of why there is no strategy, organisations continue to operate pur-

posefully, in accordance with their patterned and persisting self-organising

dynamics, even in chaotic conditions (Buckle, 2003). Meadows Meadows,

2008 explains that these cultural and behavioural repertoires then act as a

�stock� from which new patterns of behaviour can emerge, and so if the cul-

ture is open, organisations are more likely to adapt and create something

new. If on the other hand the culture is constraining, then organisations with

tight controls and formalised procedures are less likely to innovate (Mintzberg

& Waters, 1985). The absence of explicit strategic policy guidance, leads to

some organisations being able to self-organise and develop virtual services,

once they had a clear rationale for doing so. This implies that the drive to in-

novate does not come from external national strategy making, but from inter-

nal culture within organisations which drives their thinking.

Relationships are key to digital innovation as both sta� and people us-

ing services are more likely to adapt when the rationale to do so is both strong

and supported within a relational dynamic rather than organisational policy.

Adapting describes a capacity to sustain stability amidst external pressure, by

maintaining an ability to respond to external feedback in a way that fosters

resilience (Ashby, 1960). Maintaining stability requires homeostatic mecha-

nisms that support organisational adaptive capability. As organisations are

social constructions (Coghlan, 2019) and the true purpose that an organisa-

tion serves is evidenced in what sta� do rather than policy documents (Beer,

1995), the importance of relationships as a driver is not to be underestimated.

One study recommends that home internet access and accessible technol-

ogy need to be backed up by supportive relationships in order to have the

greatest impact on the participation of disabled populations in the digital

world (Scholz et al., 2017). Another study suggests that support sta� and peer

advocates, who did not have an understanding of why technology would

be of value to people with an intellectual disability (ID) pre-pandemic, or as-

sumed it would not be of interest, were able to innovate once it became the
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only means of accessing the world beyond home. They were then able to

draw on their creativity and resilience to manage risk and develop shared

decision-making practices (Seale, 2023). Seale describes this orientation to-

wards adapting as a �possibility-focused� approach to practice which dis-

tinguishes those who did innovate from those who did not. The bene�ts for

people using services are clear: one study suggests that learning to cook us-

ing the internet not only improves relationships with sta� but fosters greater

independence amongst adults with ID in residential settings (Ramsten et al.,

2019). The relational dynamic may o�er a powerful rationale for adaptation

and next we turn our attention to how adaptation is enabled in complex set-

tings.

Adaptation begins with the idea that disability organisations, like all

complex living systems have boundaries, and how open or closed those bound-

aries are determines the extent to which they can innovate as self-organising

systems. Complexity theory o�ers a way to understand how systems observed

as ontological realities behave according to non-linear dynamics, while crit-

ical complexity (Cilliers, 2005) o�ers a way to understand what it means to

act from within that complex reality and co-construct a response to it (Preiser,

2019). All systems are self-organising, but only some are adaptive and open

to the exchange of information with the environment, whilst others remain

closed and stuck in a loop of unchanging rules of engagement and internal

reorganisation only (Ashby, 1960). This explanation o�ers a way to di�eren-

tiate between sta� that were open to adapting to the new operating con-

ditions imposed by the need to maintain social distancing through develop-

ing a fresh response using technology as the medium, and those that self-

organised internally and remained closed to the potential of digital engage-

ment. Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS) may extend our understanding of

the patterns in adaptive systems that lead to digital innovation. Preiser Preiser,

2019 proposes six organising principles of complex systems that include the

ability to adapt, the idea that they are constituted relationally, and also that

they have non-linear dynamics which means that cause and e�ect might

not be straightforward or proportionate (Boulton et al., 2015). In addition to

these three characteristics, CAS are context-dependent and at the same

time radically open to new ideas. The sixth feature of CAS suggests that non-

linear causality leads to the emergence of new fresh outcomes, which in this

instance may be the innovation of virtual services. If this indeed o�ers a bet-

ter way of understanding innovation in action, it may o�er some ideas about

how to govern for creativity and adaptive skills that go beyond knowledge

acquisition around digital skills towards broader concerns towards creating
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capabilities that enhance resilience.

In conclusion, it may be that governing for digital inclusion is more about

creating the conditions for self-organising adaptive behaviours in disability

supports than it is about top-down policies. This shift in thinking is presented

in Fig 2.2. If organisations can be seen to self-organise during a period of un-

certainty, without explicit policies, then policy might usefully focus on creating

enabling conditions for governance that unstick organisational norms enough

to embrace technology in a less risk-adverse way. This would not negate the

need for investment in digital skills and technology, but it does open the door

to a need to focus on raising sta� capabilities to adapt and innovate cre-

atively and responsively to emergent environmental conditions in the service

of the people with disabilities they support. What this might imply in terms of

creating the container for safety online is discussed in the next section.

Figure 2.2: Governing digital innovation
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2.3 Section 2: Creating the conditions for

psychological safety

The value that virtual services provide for those attending, particularly

in the midst of uncertainty, also needs exploration. In this section I will present

an exploration of the literature on three main bodies of thought: �rstly I sug-

gest that the construct of psychological safety o�ers a more a�rming way to

approach safety in virtual services, that shifts away from a de�cit approach

to safeguarding. I also propose that the concept has enduring relevance at a

descriptive level, but that an exploration of its underlying philosophy, purpose

and scope requires further consideration, if it is to be of value in the context

of this research. Expanding the idea of how safe spaces can be constructed

calls for further consideration of how it relates to organisational learning, as

discussed in the previous section on digital innovation, and how meaning-

ful connections and sta� presence also contribute to creating safe virtual

spaces. Together, these three constructs suggest that creating a safe space

may require a systemic review of what is needed to create the conditions for

psychological safety in the context of virtual services operating in a complex

operating environment.

2.3.1 Psychological safety

Innovation requires enough of a sense of safety to innovate in unknown

territory and create a safe virtual environment in which people can meet. The

term �safe� is used to describe a sense of psychological safety: it explains the

degree to which people feel safe to speak up and share ideas and engage

with candour (A. Edmondson, 1999; A. C. Edmondson, 2018; A. C. Edmond-

son & Bransby, 2023; A. C. Edmondson et al., 2016). Psychological safety in-

volves the establishment of a virtuous cycle of engagement, building upon

the principles of positive psychology, aimed at broadening and enhancing

individuals' existing capabilities and facilitating their sustained engagement

in the workplace. This framing suggests a strengths-based approach to am-

plifying positive outlier behaviours (Caiels et al., 2021; Russell, 2022) amongst

organisations that did adapt to develop online supports, in a context where

many did not adapt. It di�ers from a safe-guarding orientation of the word

safety that aims to protect people's right to live safely, free from abuse or ne-

glect. Understanding how a strengths-based approach to enhancing safety

can be adapted to virtual group sessions is important if we are to craft e�ec-

tive policies and recommendations for the diversi�cation of disability support
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models in an uncertain world.

The construct of psychological safety has been the subject of several

literature reviews including three involving Amy Edmondson (A. C. Edmond-

son & Bransby, 2023; A. C. Edmondson & Lei, 2014; A. C. Edmondson et al.,

2016), one of the key authors in this area whose most recent review suggests

it is now a mature theory which has come of age. Systematic reviews have

also focused on the area of healthcare (Newman et al., 2017; O'Donovan et

al., 2019; O'Donovan & McAuli�e, 2020). How the construct is measured, and

how robust it is, is also a subject of review (Frazier et al., 2017). Psychological

safety is needed for e�ective innovation, creativity and performance within

teams (A. C. Edmondson, 2018; A. C. Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). It explains

the degree to which people feel safe to speak up and share ideas and en-

gage in discussion with candour. It involves the establishment of a virtuous

cycle of engagement, building upon the principles of positive psychology,

aimed at broadening and enhancing individuals' existing capabilities and

facilitating their sustained engagement in the workplace (A. C. Edmondson,

2018). It is often described as a polarity and contrasted with what is not 'safe'

(A. C. Edmondson, 2018), as Table 2.2 illustrates.

The components of the construct have a lot to o�er in understand-

ing the characteristics needed for a virtual space to be experienced as a

safe space. It is not con�ned to individual traits but nonetheless it is a part of

the workplace that leaders have a responsibility to foster (A. C. Edmondson,

2018). This idea is suggestive of an interpersonal construct (A. C. Edmond-

son & Lei, 2014) which makes it of relevance to this research, where the rela-

tional dynamic of interest is between sta� and the people they support. The

increasing realisation of the importance of safety in uncertain and sometimes

volatile operating contexts is to be welcomed from a complexity perspective

(A. C. Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). The notion of openness also links well to

adaptiveness in Complex Adaptive Systems, and the commitment to organ-

isational learning is commensurate with developing an understanding of the

conditions that support digital innovation. Again the focus of psychological

safety is on what sta� do, but in the extant literature, the role of the leader is

key to co-creating a culture of safety. The construct is aligned to how safety

might be expressed online making it a good �t for exploration in this research.

Psychological safety is most commonly studied in work team contexts,

which points to a need to review what it means in the context of creating

safety between sta� and clients in virtual disability services. Psychological

safety has found traction in healthcare settings (O'Donovan et al., 2019; O'Donovan

et al., 2021) as well as education and commercial enterprises (Liu et al., 2016),
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Table 2.2: Psychological safety as bipolar construct (Edmonsdon 2019, 2023).

Psychological safety expressed as . . . rather than. . .

Presence Absence

Engagement Disengagement

Candor Being nice

Express self Hide

Mistakes reported quickly Mistakes hidden

Share experience safely Experience embarrassment, retribution
humiliation, being ignored

Learning Blame

Act now for future Discount future

Openness Defensiveness, fear

Feature of work climate Individual personality factor

Temporal immediate experience Trust between two people

Ambitious goals Lowering standards

Honest Dishonest

Challenging Anxiety provoking, over exertion

Risk-taking Apathetic, lax

Having voice Silence

Inclusive Exclusionary

as a way of improving team performance (A. C. Edmondson and Lei, 2014;

A. C. Edmondson et al., 2016). The construct is largely deployed in US and Eu-

ropean healthcare settings with a concentration on clinical healthcare set-

tings, and more speci�cally nursing, where the focus is on ensuring patient

safety in a clinical sense (A. C. Edmondson et al., 2016). One research review

of mental health recommends the inclusion of patient and family carer per-

spectives in an attempt to change organisational culture, whilst also highlight-

ing di�culties in reaching these groups (Hunt et al., 2021). Another study fo-

cuses on psychological safety in nursing home teams, but again the dynamic

explored is between sta� (O'Leary, 2016). While the experience of the pan-

demic shifts the focus towards telehealth, which concentrates on the rela-

tional dynamic between healthcare provider and individual client, research

is limited to the creation of a virtual clinical environment and non-verbal and

spatial cues, rather than the dynamic of what transpires through interaction

(Duane et al., 2022). The focus in much of the research revolves around safety

within teams or in one-to-one telehealth settings whereas this research looks
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at psychological safety as a relational dynamic between sta� and bene�-

ciaries of services in a group context. Over time, the literature has moved

from an initial focus on individuals to teams and organisations (O'Donovan

& McAuli�e, 2020), where those in positions of authority experience a greater

sense of safety (A. C. Edmondson & Lei, 2014; O'Donovan & McAuli�e, 2020).

Individual characteristics, gender and voice also play a role (O'Donovan et

al., 2021), which suggests that the relational dynamic between individual

characteristics and operating context are important. In social care settings,

and disability services, which often involve enduring relationships with clients

and sit in a liminal space between professionalised therapeutic roles, family

and peers, a di�erent approach may be needed than can be found in the

literature.

The current framing of psychological safety bears resemblance to a sys-

temic framing, including a commitment to address complexity, but the philo-

sophical underpinning of both approaches are at odds with each other in sig-

ni�cant ways. Psychological safety is most often understood through a Carte-

sian framework which assumes that constructs can be measured using tradi-

tional empirical research approaches. The most recent literature review �nds

that 154 out of 185 studies in the review measure are exclusively quantitative

studies (A. C. Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). According to Lee and Edmond-

son, �as organizational scholars, we are trained to look at the world dispas-

sionately� and also seek to do good for humanity (Lee & Edmondson, 2017).

The de�nition of good is assumed, without recourse to re�exive research prac-

tice. The assumption that the researcher does not impact on �ndings, or in-

deed on the felt safety of those being researched, is problematic because it

assumes that objectivity is possible, which is incompatible with a systems un-

derstanding of how the world works. It also assumes that all other variables

are equal which, in dynamic complex situations, tends not to be the case.

Grappling with real-world complexity requires a shift in the understanding

of the nature of reality (Boulton et al., 2015) which in turn necessitates a shift

away from traditional scienti�c methods (Preiser, 2019). In the literature, where

a systems approach is invoked, it tends to change the boundaries of the sys-

tem and acknowledge complexity whilst adhering to traditional research

methods (O'Donovan & McAuli�e, 2020). This anomaly is also evident in the

overriding emphasis on antecedents to psychological safety and outcomes

rather than reciprocal relationships and complex interdependencies (New-

man et al., 2017), and a tendency to study it in static rather than dynamic

terms (O'Leary, 2016). Tracking patterns over time is important, as situations

are always subject to the �ux of time (Vickers, 1970). Complexity theory sug-
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gests that developing organisational capacities to creatively respond to emerg-

ing circumstances that are guided by systemic insight, necessitates the culti-

vation of a systems mindset which supports a deeper understanding of how

complex systems behave. Developing an understanding that the world is

characterised by nonlinear dynamics and emergence, which pose intractable

problems that defy simple or quick solutions at one level of a system only, de-

mands that a complexity framing is matched with commensurate research

approaches.

It seems reasonable to suggest that psychological safety is a key com-

ponent of taking e�ective action in critical situations where there is a high

level of certainty, but this does not address the overarching reason why tak-

ing action is important in the �rst place. Many studies suggest that psycholog-

ical safety is an instrumental business tool aimed at maximising productivity

and reducing mistakes in the service of achieving organisational goals (A. C.

Edmondson, 2018; A. C. Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). For example, A. C. Ed-

mondson and Bransby, 2023 (p. 73), suggest that it should only be considered

in these terms and not as an end in its own right; this would be to �risk fetishiz-

ing work climate, and perhaps distracting people from the organisation's ac-

tual mission� . Whilst that rationale may hold true in a commercial organisa-

tion, this framing is not suited as a focus for virtual services, where the right to

feel psychologically safe is strongly implied within the UNCRPD. Article 3 par-

ticularly grants people the right to dignity, autonomy, and full inclusion and

participation in society and references the importance of creating an envi-

ronment that respects people's inherent dignity (Article 3). It is also a factor in

other Articles including the following: the right to physical and mental integrity

(Article 17), and to be socially included (Article 19), as well as the right to free-

dom of expression and opinion, to share and receive information and ideas

(Article 21). Article 11 explicitly states that people with disabilities have the

right to be safe during humanitarian emergencies and other disruptive events

(Article 11). The right to feel psychologically secure is therefore an inalienable

human right rather than something that can be instrumentalised in service of

another purpose. In this case the means is the ends. It may be more appropri-

ate to address the meaning that virtual services play in people's lives above

instrumentalising psychological safety for goal-oriented purposes.

There is a di�erence between creating the conditions where psycho-

logical safety can arise as part of a relational dynamic and supposing that

a leader can create a safe space that in some way `guarantees' that some-

one else will feel psychologically safe. The current literature rightly places the

responsibility for driving a psychologically safe culture on the leader who has
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the responsibility to create an environment that supports people to feel safe.

In situations where power is unequally distributed, the onus is on those with

leadership responsibility to create spaces where those in receipt of a service

or holding less power are treated well and respectfully, and are listened to

(Appelbaum et al., 2016; A. C. Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). This responsibil-

ity is clear in the literature and is not in dispute. However, while a leader's way

of being and acting in a situation determines the culture of the space and

what is possible, and they must do everything they can to create the condi-

tions for safety, they cannot assume that they always get it right. The principle

of equi�nality suggests that there are many di�erent and idiosyncratic ways

to do something and reach the same ends and research �nds that there is

no leadership style or one right way to create a psychologically safe space

(Frazier et al., 2017). This is because each encounter takes place in time and

space and must be regarded as unique:

Every contact you make with a human being (or even an animal)

is an experiment and a dangerous and therefore important exper-

iment. It is dangerous because it can never be repeated (quoted

by Ramage and Shipp 2020)

While the role of leader is important, the issue is with the cause-and-e�ect

logic that does not take into account the temporal complexity alluded to by

Vickers (Hackman, 2012). It also does not address the complexity associated

with the appreciative setting (Vickers, 1970) of each person in the situation,

regardless of their formal role.

Vickers describes appreciative settings as the interests, discriminations

and valuations we bring to situations that support us in making judgements

about what to notice and how to experience what is going on amidst the

noise and confusion and ongoing �ow of events. The appreciative setting

that each person in a situation brings may or may not match the reality of all

the e�orts that one party might take to create a safe space. Each individual

has an intrapsychic experience of feeling safe or unsafe in the past, which

might also inform how they interact in a given situation in the present. Indi-

vidual agency � the feeling of control over personal actions and their conse-

quences (Moore, 2016) � must be also be taken into account as people often

experience ambivalence about being part of a group (Kahn, 1990) and moti-

vation to create a safe space cannot be assumed.

Whilst leaders have a responsibility to set the right conditions for safety

to be possible, cause-and-e�ect logic can usefully be replaced with the sys-

tems principle of emergence, given the temporal complexity involved in re-
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lational dynamics (Hackman, 2012). Once the conditions are conducive to

creating the opportunity for psychological safety, it may co-arise as a feature

of a relational dynamic (Macy, 1991) in a speci�c space and time: the leader

has the responsibility to set the right conditions but cannot dictate the experi-

ence of another and what emerges in the space.

Key to developing a contextual understanding of psychological safety

that applies to this research may lie within the initial literature concerning em-

ployee engagement. Early research links psychological safety to a sense of

security that enhances adaptation and attenuates defensiveness and learn-

ing anxiety (Schein & Bennis, 1965). Here the concern is with reducing de-

fensiveness or �learning anxiety� when actions do not yield the anticipated

results. Complex environmental conditions such as a pandemic o�er what

Schein and Bennis, 1965, describe as a level of anxiety that is greater than

any initial anxiety that prompts learning. Most theories around organisational

learning focus on skill acquisition (Argyris, 1977) rather than openness to learn-

ing and being temporarily incompetent. Lewin suggests that we need to desta-

bilise organisations to unfreeze them by creating three processes, the �rst of

which is to discon�rm that the current way of doing things can continue, but

this alone might not produce enough incentive to change (Burnes, 2020). It is

only when a more serious anxiety arises that not taking action becomes more

threatening than overcoming the initial anxiety, and it is this second anxiety

which paradoxically creates the push for promoting learning (Schein & Bennis,

1965; Schein & Schein, 2016). To take action, it is important to perceive that

there is a manageable path forward that will not jeopardise personal integrity,

and this needs to happen within a shared team environment. This chimes with

the idea of self-organising systems operating out of equilibrium and it creates

a clear link between psychological safety and learning. Here the learning is

about the individual learning in real time along with others, rather than ab-

sorbing a particular skillset or competency as an individual learner.

Understanding how learning happens in a shared team environment

calls for an understanding of the context in which it is occuring and how indi-

vidual anxiety can be managed safely. Kahn (1990) argues that psychologi-

cal safety helps people express themselves physically, cognitively, and emo-

tionally rather than disengage, or withdraw. His research explains how sta�

navigate a sense of presence and absence within their work environment, as

a live dynamic that emerges from an intrapsychic tension between maintain-

ing personal identity and autonomy while simultaneously adhering to group

membership norms (Kahn, 1990). He outlines three fundamental conditions

that in�uence engagement: meaningfulness, psychological safety, and avail-

40



2.3. Section 2: Creating the conditions for psychological safety

Figure 2.3: Employee Engagement (Kahn 1990)

ability (see Fig. 2.3). The �rst condition, psychological meaningfulness, en-

compasses a perception of work as worthwhile, useful, and valuable, where

one's contributions make a meaningful di�erence across task characteristics,

role characteristics, and work interactions. Tasks involve challenges, clarity in

role delineation, creativity, and a sense of autonomy. Role characteristics em-

phasize the signi�cance of feeling like we matter within the workplace, while

work interactions underscore the importance of rewarding and digni�ed inter-

actions that foster a sense of belonging and connection between personal

and professional spheres. The second condition, psychological safety is, for

Kahn, a relational matter rather than an individual characteristic, relying on

the interplay between individual relationships, group dynamics, management

style and process as well as organisational norms. This aligns with the current

literature which also acknowledges that it is an interdependent construct (A.

Edmondson, 1999), but the fact that psychological safety is nested not only

in a particular relational dynamic but is also related to meaningful work and

psychological availability, the third component of engagement, is signi�cant.

Psychological availability addresses individual distractions that impact on a
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person's capacity to engage e�ectively, including physical and emotional

energy, and outside life factors. Current literature tends to extract psycho-

logical safety as a stand-alone construct that has subsumed meaning and

availability peripherally: for example, the most recent literature review points

to four clusters of research, where engagement is included as a minor con-

cern within the theme of �improving the work experience� but meaningful

work gets even less attention and is only mentioned in terms of the need for

cross-cultural understandings of what that might mean (A. C. Edmondson &

Bransby, 2023). Meaning is important in social care work, but it may also be

important in terms of creating safe spaces where people can engage and

have a reason for doing so. Engaging online may need to include considera-

tion of the person's environment, including others in the person's environment

as well as personal circumstances that a�ect their availability to participate.

These concerns may be interrelated and irreducible to feeling safe online

alone. If this is the case it suggests that meaning and psychological availabil-

ity are also indivisible from psychological safety and relevant to creating the

conditions for safe virtual spaces, and this warrants further consideration.

2.3.2 Meaningful social connections

In this section, I propose that meaningful connections arise when peo-

ple are validated as individuals in the eyes of others so that they feel seen,

heard and understood through interaction. Meaningful connections feel worth-

while and involve a felt sense of interdependency where both parties give

and receive something in the interaction. When people feel connected, it

may give rise to a sense of belonging and mattering, which gives engage-

ment meaning. To explore this further, this section looks at the purpose of be-

ing in relationship with others and why it is important for a sense of safety in

the world, starting with why we need social connections and relationships

for survival, well-being and resilience. Reviewers of Bowlby's work on attach-

ment theory suggest that he drew on cybernetics as much as psychoanaly-

sis to explain how the parent-child relationship acts as a biological and be-

havioural system to support our basic human need for survival (Bretherton,

2013; Flaherty & Sadler, 2011). The strength and quality of our network of so-

cial support is a strong predictor of health, happiness (Fredrickson, 2013) and

longevity. This is because caring relationships optimise our development by

stimulating brain development, supporting emotional regulation and enhanc-

ing learning (Dietlin et al., 2019). Being connected may protect us against

stress and trauma (Hobfoll et al., 2007; Masten & Obradovic, 2008), and re-
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cent literature suggests that connections bolster well-being amongst those

impacted by COVID (Kilgore, 2020). The consequences of social disconnect

are high: they include anxiety which impacts negatively on our sense of self

and overall wellbeing (Baumeister & Tice, 1990), increases the risk of depres-

sion (J. T. Cacioppo et al., 2006; S. Cacioppo et al., 2015) and is correlated

with higher morbidity and mortality rates (S. Cacioppo et al., 2015). Research

suggests that the drive to stay connected with others is more important than

the activity we engage in together and even the level of joy we derive from it

(Jolly et al., 2019). Connection therefore, can be regarded as a critical con-

dition for resilience, and this is particularly poignant during a time of upheaval

which calls for distance such as the pandemic.

Achieving a sense of connection relies on a virtuous feedback loop

which supports us to regulate our emotional states enough to experience

feelings of being connected, and the more we feel connected to others,

the more resilient we are. John Bowlby proposes that we humans are com-

plex systems that use regulating behaviours to adapt to environmental con-

ditions (Bretherton, 2013). The ability to regulate ourselves between the ex-

tremes of rigidity and chaos is linked to having a sense of awareness and pres-

ence that fosters connection (Siegel, 2020). Emotional regulation, therefore,

entails e�ectively managing and controlling emotions to maintain psycho-

logical well-being. Siegel likens emotional regulation to self-organisation in

complex systems, where optimising self-regulation involves cultivating the ca-

pacity to monitor and modify behaviour and emotions su�ciently to balance

both autonomy and interdependence in an integrated manner (Siegel, 2020).

Bowlby also postulates that our ability to regulate is dependent on our inter-

nal working model of the environment being an accurate representation of

the external reality (Bretherton, 2013), which suggests that it is our subjective

experience of feeling connected that impacts on wellbeing. But that does

not give us the whole story. If we are complex systems, we are situated within

a larger intricate network, characterised by interdependence and connec-

tion in a recursive �web of life� (Capra & Luisi, 2014). This perspective implies

that as relational beings, we exchange energy and information at various lev-

els within our a�ective worlds. The patterns of �ow may not always be tan-

gible or discernible at our daily levels of awareness, yet they still in�uence us

at a subconsious a�ective level (Siegel, 2020). This is important as it implies

that maintaining connection does not necessarily depend on occupying the

same space or time, as relationships can be distributed both temporally and

spatially in complex systems and be strong or weak (Buckle Henning, 2017).

In other words, we do not need to be in the same room with someone to be
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in relationship to them, any more than we need to be in communication with

them in real-time. While we are a�ected by our perception of the strength of

our connection, we are also a�ected by energy �ows beneath our conscious

perceptual awareness, and both impact our wellbeing.

The quest to develop and sustain a virtuous cycle of connection is a

fundamental human endeavour, that also satis�es a deep human need to

belong and to matter to others. Kahn's (1990) research found that people en-

gage more in work they �nd psychologically meaningful, that makes a dif-

ference and where they are appreciated (Kahn, 1990). This may enrich our

understanding of the conditions that support some sta� to innovate to de-

velop virtual services, but it also points to a potentially deeper understanding

of what feeling psychologically safe in an online setting is about. It could be

assumed that one of the main reasons for group virtual services is precisely

to create a space where people can feel that they are meaningfully con-

nected to others over and above achieving some other stated purpose or

taking part in a speci�c activity together. Meaningful connection is often

linked to purpose, being able to create and sustain a coherent sense of self

in the world, as well as having a sense that we matter (King & Hicks, 2021).

However, coherence and purpose might not be as important as mattering to

others (Costin & Vignoles, 2020), and the sense of belonging that comes with

mattering (Baumeister & Leary, 2017). Recent research suggests that matter-

ing at an interpersonal level rather than a cosmic existential level is the great-

est predictor of having meaning in life (Guthrie et al., 2024). This progression in

thinking is laid out in Fig 2.4. Siegal writes that �relationships are not the icing

on the cake: they are the cake.� (Siegel, 2020, p. 91). If mattering in relation-

ship to others is important, then it is also important to consider the conditions

that support that sense of safety.

2.3.3 Online presence as a critical component of

psychologically safe virtual spaces

Presence is a critical contributor to creating psychologically safe spaces

that foster meaningful connection and belonging. It is an important construct

in the literature around digital engagement and is also essential to Kahn's

third construct around employee engagement which he calls psychologi-

cal availability: the ability to be fully present and engaged in an endeavour

(Kahn, 1990). This section explores di�erent framings for understanding pres-

ence as it relates to online engagement including social presence, embodied

presence, and presencing and suggests that an understanding of online pres-
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Figure 2.4: Mattering and meaningful connection

ence can bene�t from incorporating insights from Lewin's �eld theory (Lewin,

1942).

The prevailing approach to presence in digital environments, where it

is considered, relies on the concept of social presence, which is based on a

professional mode of interaction on what might be described in systems think-

ing terms as an `information transfer' level of awareness (R. Ison, 2017). The

concept of social presence describes the ability to project a sense of being

real and salient in online environments, to see others as real and experience

connectedness as a result (Chen, 2023; Yeung et al., 2023). It assumes that

professionals providing services can deliberately and impartially deploy social

cues that are understood as intended by the recipient of the communica-

tion. In online educational contexts, this includes gestures, smiles and humour,

use of personalised examples, calling people by name, questioning, praising,

initiating discussion and feedback, and varying voice and being relaxed (Gu-

nawardena & Zittle, 1997). This framing is based on a representational view of

reality which limits the understanding and potential of presence. For example,

the immediate availability of the clinician to be present in an authentic way

and open to being part of a relational dynamic being created online is not

considered. Instead, the professional giver of services is regarded as an ob-

jective or neutral actor, and no regard is given to personal factors that may

a�ect their presence. These may include depletion, diminished con�dence,

or self-consciousness due to a mismatch between personal identity and or-

ganisational status, or other personal concerns (Kahn, 1990). Mostly, however,

presence is notable by its absence! It is not considered in much of the litera-

ture on competency frameworks for telehealth and therapy (Hilty et al., 2017),
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digital competencies in mental health care (Kopelovich et al., 2024) or psychi-

atry and medicine (Hilty et al., 2020), which sidestep presence entirely. One

exception is a proposed evaluation instrument for telehealth interpersonal

skills centred on social presence that includes attention to verbal and non-

verbal communication, relationship building and the need to attend to po-

tential distractors in the environment (Henry et al., 2022). This points to a clear

gap because creating psychological safety in online interactions is likely to re-

quire greater attunement to what is going on in the relational dynamic than

social presence might suggest.

Understanding digital presence needs to go beyond social presence,

but other emerging framings are also incomplete as they do not convey an

understanding of presence as an intersubjective dynamic. `Telepresence' is

grounded in an illusion that the technology is not there (Lindemann & Schüne-

mann, 2020; Lombard & Ditton, 1997). `Telecopresence' is also limited as it

is about reaching each other in real-time without being in the same place,

but does engage with presence in depth (Zhao, 2015). Lindemann and col-

leagues suggest that digital presence must be reconceptualised not just as a

temporal phenomenon but as a spatio-temporal phenomenon (Lindemann

& Schünemann, 2020). This suggests that online interaction is about creating

space in an intersubjective virtual �eld. Field theory may enrich our under-

standing of what presence in this context needs to attend to beyond physical

cues (Lewin, 1942). The psychological forces that in�uence both individual

and collective behaviour include prevailing conditions that make some be-

haviours possible and constrains others in a given social group. This is known

as �eld theory (Lewin, 1942). These conditions are felt energetically but might

not be articulated consciously. Pomeroy and Herrmann (2023) claim that �eld

theory implies that a distinct entity arises as part of collective life, that is more

than but di�erent to the sum of its parts. They propose that not only is the so-

cial �eld characterised by an intertwining of unconscious behaviours within a

group (intercorporeality), but that those behaviours may also be driven by in-

teractions between rather than by individuals (autonomy) which in turn makes

some behaviours possible but constrains others (a�ordances) (Pomeroy & Her-

rmann, 2023). This leads to a social system with its own distinct and unique

shape, which can be inferred from the patterns and interconnections it gives

rise to, even if it cannot be directly observed (Pomeroy & Herrmann, 2023). It

might be assumed that the social �eld is equally present in the intersubjective

digital space where a group meets over time, which is not reliant on everyone

being in the same room at the same time, but which nonetheless is bound-

aried by technology and group composition. As social beings, we are open
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to incorporating tools and technologies beyond the body to support interac-

tion (Merleau-Ponty, 1964), which suggests that while technology is a distinct

characteristic of the space in which virtual services happen, it may not be as

critical as attending to the social �eld that underpins interaction. The social

�eld is of course present in face-to-face encounters also, but it may be that

we are more accustomed to putting it in the background and calling it con-

text (Pomeroy & Herrmann, 2023). It may be that digital settings immediately

foreground the social �eld, as the need to be fully present and draw on all our

bodily senses is key to making sense of what can and cannot be seen online.

Being present to what is going on in the social �eld calls for a height-

ened sense of embodied presence which supports us to suspend what we

think we know, so that we can allow new information in, and act on it in a live

enacted way. From a systems perspective, we are living bodies grounded

in the experience of being in the world and we cannot step outside that ex-

perience and at the same time be present enough to be connected to an-

other person. To rely on mental cognition without including the body is to op-

erate within a closed loop of our own making, which curtails our capacity

to respond to emerging conditions. This is because our nervous systems are

closed in their operations and information arises from historical ways of being

and thinking rather than from environmental messages (Maturana & Varela,

1987; Varela et al., 2017). Enaction is an approach to embodied cognition in-

troduced by Varela and developed alongside psychologists Thompson and

Rosch. It suggests that we are not passive recipients of information, as taking

information on board is an active and embodied process, where bodily ac-

tions precede cognition (Varela et al., 2017). Therefore, our understanding

of the world is shaped by our bodily interactions, perceptions, and emotions.

We do not simply observe the world, but actively engage with it through our

senses and movements. In other words

cognition as the enaction of a world, means that cognition has no

ground or foundation beyond its own history, which amounts to a

kind of groundless ground. (Varela et al., 2017, p. 7)

We therefore tend to project constructed information (meaning) onto

the environment rather than engage in a 'live' and present way in many en-

counters. Enaction is compatible with a phenomenological approach to

presence which supposes that presence involves a suspension of our usual

ways of being and thinking so that they are `bracketed', thus allowing a �ow

of new or discon�rming information to register at a neurological level, so that
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we can respond in real-time without defensiveness (Husserl, 1999). Embodied

presence supports attention to the social �eld beyond what can be seen on

the screen.

In this research, presence is conceived of as attention to what is going

on in the digital space in the moment, at the social �eld level, and listening

deeply to what is emerging in real-time, so that something new or di�erent

can happen and be supported in a way that supports psychological safety.

The next section on practice theory develops the thread started here about

the distinctive nature of the digital space as it picks up on the conditions for

psychological safety and considers how practitioners can enact practices

that give rise to the creation of safe virtual spaces.

2.4 Section 3: Practice theory

Practice theory resolves some of the issues that arise in the literature

presented thus far. To develop an understanding of practice theory literature,

I begin with a brief understanding of what practice theory is. I then explore

how it is theoretically commensurate with a systems thinking approach. I then

explore the contribution of three major thinkers and their contribution to prac-

tice theory: Bourdieu, Heidegger and Schatzki (Bourdieu, 2017; Heidegger,

1967; T. R. Schatzki, 2002). This section concludes by presenting a case for the

theory of practice architectures (Kemmis, 2022) as a way to make sense of

the practices that support safe virtual spaces. Like many major theoretical

�elds, practice theory is comprised of many di�erent approaches and under-

standings which defy a simple de�nition. Sandberg and Tsoukas claim that

practice theory has developed in signi�cantly distinct ways from how it is used

to describe professional practice in most organisational study literature where

it is assumed to describe a theoretical commonsense approach to being pro-

fessional (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). As a theory, it stems from sociology and

examines the role of human practices in shaping social reality (Nicolini, 2012).

It is founded on the understanding that people engage in various everyday

practices, such as rituals, routines, and behaviours, that both produce and re-

produce social order. These actions are also in�uenced by social structures

and cultural norms which creates a web of interconnected practices within

broader social contexts (R. Chia & Holt, 2006). This suggests a dynamic re-

lationship between individual agency and environmental structures, where

practices both re�ect and shape larger social systems, that are constructed

and maintained over time.
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This brief de�nition suggests that practice theory may be compatible

with systems research. It marks a departure from the representational ontolog-

ical world of realism by embracing not just the structural aspects of the world

but also the nature of our being and doing and the possibilities for action af-

forded by the dynamic interaction between them. Sandberg and Tsoukas

propose three distinctions between a practice theory approach and the tra-

ditional scienti�c approach (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). Firstly it moves away

from the idea that the world is made up of entities that are reducible to in-

dividual parts which can be understood as independent variables to be stud-

ied objectively. This aligns with Bortoft's view of the �whole� which is irreducible

to its components and yet, at the same time, an understanding of the whole

cannot be garnered from some God-like view but from entering though the

parts, in order to understand the whole (Buckle Henning, 2017). Secondly, it

rejects the subject-object dualistic thinking of objective scienti�c approaches

to research. Practice theory and systems theory both assume that indepen-

dent researchers cannot understand discrete entities and phenomena from

the outside-in as a subject-object dynamic. While systems theory focuses on

interdependency and mutual co-arising (Macy, 1991), Heidegger focuses on

�intertwining�, the idea that we are never separated from others and things

in a socio-material world, making objectivity in scienti�c endeavour illusory.

Thirdly, both approaches go beyond representational understandings of the

world based on prede�ned characteristics of phenomena to include the cog-

nitive processes that bind us to our internal preunderstandings and condition-

ing (Varela et al., 2017). The theories also diverge. Systems theory places the

inherent systemicity of phenomena at the centre of the research endeavour

and devises ways to study ontological and constructed systems using episte-

mological methodologies drawn from a systemic understanding. Practitioner

approaches to systemic practice are described as praxis where theory informs

practice (R. Ison, 2017). Practice theory, on the other hand, takes practice

as the primary object of study (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015) and where prac-

tices are understood as the fundamental component of social life (T. Schatzki,

2016) making activity and performance the focus of study within an ontologi-

cal framing. Both approaches are concerned with reconciling the duality be-

tween the structural and a�ective world by acknowledging intersubjectivity

(Kemmis, 2022). This suggests they are theoretically commensurate for this re-

search.

The practice theory �eld has been in�uenced by the philosophical con-

tributions of Heidegger who suggests that practices form a background un-

derstanding for human action which is too often over-complicated by social
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sciences through representational interpretation (Rouse, 2007). For Heidegger,

being in the world is characterised by continuous and iterative way�nding in a

world experienced as an extension of self. His concept of �Dasein�, meaning

our �being-in-the-world�, involves us in practices that are inseparable from the

very essence of human existence. As the world is in continuous motion, this in-

volves a process of continuously coming into being (dwelling) whilst creating

the world at the same time (building). This suggests that much of everyday

activity that takes place is guided by continuous sensemaking, which means

that navigating our way through the world requires extensive practical skills

which are passed on by society through individuals, and often outside of con-

sciousness, rather than through beliefs or rules (Dreyfus, 1991). The notion of

being and doing is also linked to the concept of autopieosis (R. Chia & Holt,

2006; Maturana & Varela, 1987), which suggests that through a constant inter-

play of being and doing, humans are self-producing, which immediately links

practice theory to embodied cognition outlined in the previous section.

Pierre Bourdieu's practice theory stands as a counterpoint to the idea

that human behaviour and organisations are determined by the structural

characteristics of a situation alone, and this is referred to as the practice turn

in social theory (Bourdieu et al., 1977; Dreyfus, 1991). He introduces the idea

of human agency to explain that the actions we engage in are deeply em-

bedded in the interplay of social structures and personal dispositions (Bour-

dieu et al., 1977). He uses the term 'habitus' to describe how these disposi-

tions are acquired through socialisation and become ingrained in our way

of being in the world, including the rules, values and social conventions that

we live by (Bourdieu et al., 1977). This idea stems from Heidegger's sugges-

tion that practices transcend mere actions, to become intricately linked to

our understanding of our world. The habitus provides a consistency for ac-

tion and works alongside capital within a particular �eld of endeavour to form

practice. Bourdieu suggests that practice comprises embodied and genera-

tive improvisation that is adaptive and consistent over time (Bourdieu, 2004).

This theme is picked up by Schatzki who describes practice as speci�c �do-

ings and sayings� that are bound up with the material arrangements that are

needed to perform the practice (T. Schatzki, 2016; T. R. Schatzki, 2002). Four

components �hang together� to organise the activities that comprise the do-

ings and sayings of practice. The �rst is a practical understanding about how

to go about the doings and sayings of a given practice. This is closely aligned

with Bourdieu's habitus, as it suggests an embodied skill or capacity to carry

out the practice (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). The second component are

the rules that create boundaries around practices, including explicitly named
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principles, or instructions. Thirdly, teleoa�ective structures combine both ex-

pectations of what we are supposed to do (what our purpose should be) and

our feelings about doing it, into an orientation about what matters (Friedland,

2018). The �nal element is a general understanding of the standards through

which we decide what is worthy or trivial, proper or improper to do or say. To-

gether these four elements constitute the doings and sayings of practice and

are bound up with the socio-material arrangements to bring coherence to

how we understand ourselves as practitioners in a particular domain.

The theory of practice architectures extends Schatzki's practice theory

in two speci�c ways: it explicitly embraces the a�ective world of those par-

ticipating in practice and elaborates on the conditions that make practice

possible and the niche in which it occurs (Kemmis, 2022). It is both a theory

and methodology for explaining how practices are both enabled and con-

strained by the architectures that hold them in place (Mahon et al., 2017).

Schatzki's notion of doings and sayings are expanded to include relatings , the

values, feelings and emotions of practitioners. These sayings, doings and re-

latings are �bundled� together (Kemmis, 2022) to guide action (see Fig.2.5).

Action draws on individual agency and personal disposition and is either met

or constrained by the site of practice or context. The site of practice may sup-

port a better articulation of practices in the `niche' of the virtual world. Prac-

tice architectures include language and ideas (cultural-discursive arrange-

ments) , resources (material-economic arrangements) , and roles and relation-

ships (social-political arrangements), that are bundled together in practice

landscapes and traditions. The bundles of practices meet the architectures in

intersubjective space which can be semantic in relation to sayings, physical

space and time in relation to doings , and social engagement in relation to

relatings. This elaboration of practice theory gives credence to the a�ective

nature of practicing as well as a structure that distinguishes between building

and dwelling in the space.

Practice architectures can be described as ecological niches that sus-

tain di�erent practices and support their unfolding in a particular place and

time. Kemmis compares practices in their niche to Capra's conditions for liv-

ing systems and suggests that practices are like di�erent species in a complex

living system that nourish each other (Kemmis et al., 2012) to create ecolo-

gies of interconnected social activity nested within larger systems (Kemmis,

2022). The �ow of energy between practices is also expressed as agency, and

agency makes other practices possible. They self-organise and self-regulate

in response to external conditions in a similar way to Complex Adaptive Sys-

tems (CAS). This is signi�cant because it suggests that practices are not pre-
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Figure 2.5: Theory of Practice Architectures (from Kemmis, 2022)

mediated or strategically planned in advance. As with CAS, practices are

organised to a di�erent logic from that of a logician (Bourdieu, 1990) or the

premeditated means-ends logic associated with planned strategy (R. Chia &

Holt, 2006), which suggests that strategy is not made and then implemented,

but arises from a �style� (Dreyfus, 1991) of engaging in continuous sense-making

that draws on the habitus as a

durable transposable set of dispositions that orchestrate individual

actions to achieve consistency and predictability (Bourdieu, 1990,

p. 52).

Theories of practice architecture may o�er insight into the practices that make

adaptive action in complex situations possible. This chimes with Wittgenstein's

claim that human behaviour can only be described through sharing the whole

�hurly burly� in the background that is guiding behaviour (Wittgenstein, 1958).

It may explain how some organisations can adapt even during unstable op-

erating conditions. Practice theory also suggests that we are what we do: our

practices give rise to our identity and individuality which is infused with per-
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Figure 2.6: Practice theory

sonal agency as we engage in the act of self-making. Identity arises as an in-

tegral part of being and doing within the cultural milieu in which we �nd our-

selves in rather than beliefs, rules or principles (Dreyfus, 1991). The approach

this research takes to practice theory is laid out in Fig. 2.6. The world we in-

habit emerges autopioetically around us (Maturana & Varela, 1987), and we

use extensive practical skill passed on by culture that may not necessarily pass

through consciousness (Dreyfus, 1991). Power is an inherent feature of the so-

cial world (Bourdieu, 1990): it is hidden in the habits of how things are done

in a given setting (Kemmis, 2022). Historical and global patterns of power are

also embedded in our place-based practices and shape and reshape what

is possible. Structural power may contaminate local practice, but it is expressed

and felt through practices enacted in situ (Foucault, 2019). Deliberate re�ex-

ive practices may support the development of personal agency in addressing

the latent power hidden within the status quo. This makes a strong case for
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exploring sta� practices and their contribution to safe virtual spaces, by ex-

ploring the �room� for manoeuvre that sta� have for adapting without com-

pletely destabilising the entire ecosystem of supports.

2.5 Conclusion

This literature review has identi�ed three major bodies of literature that

not only o�er a valuable way to understand the adaptive sta� practices that

led to the innovation of virtual services, but also a potential route forward for

guiding the governance of innovation as a sustainable and viable comple-

ment to in person services. There is an existing body of literature to suggest

that digital participation was bene�cial prior to the pandemic and interna-

tional recognition of its importance did not result in changing practices on

the ground. A complexity framing, which sits within an overarching systems re-

search approach, provides a fresh way to understand how adaption happens

when a system is operating out of equilibrium. The psychology literature also

tells us that, as individuals, we are also self-organising systems and our ability

to adapt is dependent on us being safe and being able to self-regulate, and

psychological safety can be enriched to include mattering, meaningful con-

nection and presence. Not only do services need to regulate between au-

tonomy and control, but as individuals we also need to self-regulate between

being too rigid and too chaotic and this may o�er insight into the bene�ts of

online engagement. Mattering to others, which enhances our sense of con-

nection, may be a reinforcing virtuous feedback loop in�uencing a sense of

safety and wellbeing. When there are sta� practices and organisational resis-

tance that involve safeguarding concerns and assumptions are made around

people's capacity to participate this can end up excluding people from digi-

tal innovation participation. The experience of the pandemic provides an op-

portunity to study practices in the absence of strategy and to study its impact

on adaptive innovation, particularly when the anxiety of staying the same

is greater than the impetus to change. Practice theory may o�er a way of

combining an understanding of the structural and processual issues that arise

in developing and facilitating in the moment. This is an autopioetic distinc-

tion which suggests that sta� built virtual services as they were running them

and we can only understand this and what makes the virtual space safe by

inquiring into the experience people report, rather than relying on quantita-

tive measures of safety or �delity to policy. In doing so we are shifting from a

'what' to a 'how' question, not only about sta� practices but also systemic
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Figure 2.7: Summary of literature guiding research project

governance systems that can support the safe digital innovation of safe vir-

tual spaces. The combination of all three literatures is laid out in Figure 2.7.

Together the literature on digital governance, psychological safety and prac-

tice theory o�er a robust theoretical framework to inform this research project.
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CHAPTER 3
Methodology

Systems enclose and are enclosed by other systems with which

they are in constant communication, in a natural hierarchical order.

(Joanna Macy p. 72)

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological approach taken in this re-

search. It is set out in three parts. The research paradigms that frame the re-

search are �rst explained. These include critical realism and a systems ap-

proach to research. As a qualitative research project, it attends to system-

atic structuring, and as systems research, it attends to using systems thinking

concepts in the research design. Attention is also given to creating a rigor-

ous approach to qualitative research that ensures equal weight is given to the

more systematic tasks of developing research methodology (Blaikie & Priest,

2019). While the Systematic Qualitative Research approach provides an ef-

fective 'checklist' for everything that needs to be considered, the systemic

design process attends to process design. Together they provide a strong in-

tegration of systemic and systematic concerns and provide the backbone to

this research (see Fig. 3.1). This section also presents the approach to devel-

oping the research purpose, founded on a quest for improvement that starts

with the situation in context and underpinned by an appreciative framing.

The second section in this chapter covers developing systems research prac-

tice, research competencies and re�exive practice aligned with an Action

Research approach. The �nal section deals with the meta-design of this re-

search, which includes the development of research questions, designing re-
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Figure 3.1: Systematic Qualitative Research and Systemic Research Design

search across three cycles, and engaging in re�exive practice throughout.

The chapter concludes with a statement on researcher positionality.

3.2 Section One: Research framing

This section sets out the framing for the research which is summarised in

Fig. 3.2 as the ontological, epistemological commitments and the paradigm

that were used to guide this research.

3.2.1 Research paradigm: ontology and epistemology

This research was founded on a critical realist perspective of reality,

which is commensurate with a systems approach to research (Mingers, 2011).

A critical realist perspective assumes both that events that are experienced

subjectively and events that occur outside of direct experience are real, and

the underlying structures and mechanisms that give rise to these events are

real also (Blaikie & Priest, 2019). Critical realism was �rst articulated by Bhasker

as an alternative to positivist realism and critical rationalism (Blaikie & Priest,

2019). Positivism assumes that knowledge represents experience and that

the order between events or objects could be regularised and is predictable,
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Figure 3.2: Research framing

making events or objects that cannot be objectively veri�ed by experience

of no value (Blaikie & Priest, 2019). Critical rationalists, therefore, argue that

observation dependent on an observer is not a good basis for making the-

ory: instead they promote deductive reasoning through repeatable empir-

ical testing to verify a scienti�cally valid theory. On the opposite end of the

paradigmatic continuum lies interpretivism, where reality is assumed to be

socially constructed through subjective meaning, and symbolic action only.

Bhasker (2008, 2020) embraces the plurality of these perspectives and makes

three distinctions to stratify the di�erent strands of reality (Bhaskar, 2020):

1. The Real: causal structures and mechanisms with enduring properties

2. The Actual: events generated by those causal structures and mecha-

nisms regardless of whether they are observed or not

3. The Empirical: events that are actually seen or experienced.

These three aspects of reality come together to create emergence that is ir-

reducible across di�erent levels, and are de�ned by an implicit potentiality
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where higher order levels in a system are enfolded into lower levels. Bhaskar

(2013) argues that empirical science is 'anthropocentric' and that social struc-

tures exist only because of social interactions, which are local and tempo-

ral within a speci�c culture (Jackson, 2019). This implies that they are "open"

systems that are not amenable to empirical study. Social structures are 'real'

however and Bhasker o�ers an alternative view of cause and e�ect where

underlying structural mechanisms trigger 'tendencies' of phenomena into ac-

tion. With regard to causal laws, he writes:

The real basis of causal laws are provided by the generative mech-

anisms of nature. Such generative mechanisms are, it is argued,

nothing other than the ways of acting of things. And causal laws

must be analysed as their tendencies. Tendencies may be regarded

as powers or liabilities of a thing which may be exercised without

being manifest in any particular outcome (Bhaskar, 1975 p. 3).

These distinctions were useful for this research as they correspond with a sys-

tems view of reality, which also focuses on structures and mechanisms, but

where the emphasis is on the interaction between them rather than the prop-

erties of the components themselves (Mingers, 2014). Emergence is also a key

theme in systems research, and complexity theory has developed a sophis-

ticated understanding of emergence as outlined in Chapter 1. Mingers sug-

gests that systems thinking has implicitly in�uenced critical realism stating that

many of the fundamental ideas of critical realism have already

been developed within the disciplines of systems thinking and cy-

bernetics (Mingers, 2011, p. 326)

and he o�ers a comparison between the approaches which I further develop

based on Bhasker's posthumous paper published in 2020 (Bhaskar, 2020) (see

Table 3.1).

There is a notable convergence between both approaches as well as

a few key di�erences. Bhaskar suggests that systems are hierarchical which

leads to an assumption that they are layered in terms of size or importance,

with each layer opening up a view of another layer above or below it. Mingers

(2011) favours the word "nested" to describe how each system contains its

own set of emergent properties which interact with each other, thus gener-

ating new levels of systems which in turn have their own emergent proper-

ties. Systems approaches also emphasise the importance of drawing critical

boundaries around situations for the purposes of research, as not doing so
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Table 3.1: Comparison between Critical Realism and Systems Thinking
paradigm based on Bhaskar, 2020; Mingers, 2011

Critical Realism Systems Thinking

Ontology The Real- causal structures
and mechanisms with
enduring properties

Hard Systems: observed events
Soft Systems: experienced
events

The Actual - events
generated by the real

Complexity theory: Non linear
causality - circularity, feedback
mechanisms

The Empirical-events actually
observed or experienced

Nature of
reality

. Characteristics and behaviour
of entities dependent on
relationships between them at
ontological level

Nature of
systems

parts, wholes Parts are related to the whole
and irreducable to individual
parts

Open and closed Systems Open and closed systems

Organisation Hierarchical strati�ed,
recursive embeddings

nested

Emergence Synchronic emergent powers
materialism

Emergent properties

unilateral dependence,
irreducible

Nonlinear interdependencies

Enfolded potentiality - higher
order level implicit in lower
order level

Boundary Not considered must be demarkated to avoid
in�nite levels of nested systems
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would risk getting lost in in�nite systemic recursive layers of emergence, par-

ticularly within social systems (Mingers, 2014). Mingers points out that this is not

something that Bhasker considered in his de�nition.

Jackson writes that Critical Realism usefully distinguishes a dualism be-

tween social structures and human agency (Jackson, 2019). Bhasker acknowl-

edges the connection between epistemology and ontology, asserting that

the study of knowledge inherently implies the existence of a particular re-

ality (Bhaskar in Jackson 2019). However he resists succumbing to what he

calls the 'epistemic fallacy' of assuming that reality is entirely socially con-

structed (Bhaskar, 2020). Systems thinking traditions span both views of real-

ity: early systems thinking was grounded in a structurally oriented ontology

with a shift towards more constructionist and phenomenological approaches

in the 1970s (Mingers, 2014). Mingers concludes that Critical Realism is com-

patible with systems research and particularly in relation to how it allows for

methodologies that mix both hard and soft systems approaches without hav-

ing to choose between paradigms (Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997). Critical Re-

alism therefore o�ers a strong rationale for legitimising multi-methodological

research (Mingers, 2015; Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997) largely because of its

pluralistic approach to both ontology and epistemology, which avoids the

limitations of empiricism and constructionism.

3.2.2 Systems Research as an epistemological approach to

learning

This research took a systems approach which is characterised by atten-

tion to interrelationships, multiple perspectives and critical boundary judge-

ments around the research situation, and also draws on Action Research (AR).

There is some disagreement in the literature about the extent to which systems

research and AR are distinctly di�erent approaches. Advocates of systems

approaches propose Systemic Action Research as a meta-learning frame-

work for research because of the overarching vantage point it o�ers for un-

derstanding the nature of systems and how they are bound by feedback,

non-linear dynamics and so on (Burns, 2014; Hammond, 2017). This leads the

�eld towards an array of distinctive methodological approaches such as Soft

Systems Methodology, the Viable System Model, and Critical Systems Heuris-

tics (Reynolds & Holwell, 2020). Others argue that systemic thinking can in-

form Action Research but is not an independent approach (Flood & Jack-

son, 1991). For Action Researchers, Systems Thinking is a complementary route

to understanding whole open systems and complexities as well as thought
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patterns and researcher positionality within an AR framing (Coghlan, 2019),

and current-day AR practices draw heavily on systems ideas around open

systems and learning across systems (Bradbury et al., 2015). Although both

approaches share a commitment to creating real-world changes, they di�er

in what creating change entails. Systems research explores systemic interre-

lationships, engages diverse perspectives, and critically assesses boundaries

for more e�ective issue framing and resolution (Williams & Hummelbrunner,

2010). While AR includes those a�ected by situations throughout the research

process, systems research recognises that it is not always feasible to include

those who will be a�ected by the research, but this does not mean that their

voice is not represented (Ulrich & Reynolds, 2010). Instead systems research

involves constant review of critical boundary judgements regarding who and

what should be included in the research as well as who should bene�t from

the outcome. This research largely drew on systems informed methodologies

and some of the re�exive framings from AR to inform researcher practice, thus

making it primarily a systems research project, informed by AR.

This research was also informed by a systemic understanding of the na-

ture of learning and change. Systems research is as much about creating

change in knowledge which may or may not lead to behavioural change

based on that knowledge (Midgley & Ochoa-Arias, 2001; “enalp & Midgley,

2023). The choices of methodology in this research created the ground for

social learning to occur, without taking responsibility away from those operat-

ing in the situation in focus to utilise that learning in ways that the researcher

is not privy to, or that might not occur within the time scale of the research.

This research also understood that learning happens at di�erent levels: it can

happen both individually, collectively or as part of social learning. Therefore,

the purposefulness of one research participant's learning as a result of par-

ticipating could not be assumed by the researcher in the time frame of the

research project. Social learning is about creating spaces for learning to hap-

pen across di�erent contexts, in what Wenger calls `social learning spaces',

which act as social containers for authentic interaction between participants

learning from bringing both their practice and how they experience their prac-

tice into the research space (Wenger, 2011). This research, unlike AR, did not

propose that the researcher needed to be an active participant in the change

initiative, but it did propose that opportunities were given for learning to arise

through interaction (R. Ison & Straw, 2020). This did not negate the commit-

ment to the dissemination of this research made in Chapter 1. Rather, it was

in keeping with an understanding and respect for the inherent limitations of

any research approach (Ulrich & Reynolds, 2010). The next section elaborates
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on how this research project approached the question of what di�erence this

research should make.

3.2.3 Quest for improvement

This research endeavour started with the development of an appro-

priate research purpose. The purpose of systems research is to seek improve-

ments in situations considered problematic (R. Ison, 2017). This is the `quest for

improvement' articulated by Ulrich, who asks: what di�erence should this re-

search make? Ulrich and Reynolds, 2010. This section identi�ed three starting

conditions: research must start with the situation, engage with those involved,

and make the value framework guiding the research explicit.

Starting with a situation: Designing research around the situation of in-

terest helped to avoid two common traps in research: being led by method-

ology or the system. Ulrich argues that the choice of methodologies is im-

mense and good research cannot be justi�ed by technical mastery of a method-

ology alone (Ulrich, 2001). He encourages researchers to engage with those

in the situation or a�ected by it to establish the basis on which this situation

is viewed to be important. Ison and Straw (2020) also call for research to be

grounded in the situation but for di�erent reasons. Their concern is to avoid

getting lost in designing research focused on � the system �. To do so,would be

to assume that all the interdependencies and interconnections can be un-

derstood in advance, and it is possible to be objective about what they are.

They recommend starting with the situation rather than an assumed system

to avoid the trap of creating system-led rather than situation-led research (R.

Ison & Straw, 2020).

The situation this research addressed was constructed from an under-

standing of a social phenomenon observed during the initial months of the

pandemic � namely, the observation that some disability services developed

online services very quickly despite a lack of digital literacy. Engagement with

colleagues in FreedomTech, and through its online community of practice

sessions, made it clear that during the pandemic, the impetus to stay in con-

nection was strong and that sta� were making an immense e�ort to serve

those they worked with in whatever way they could. This included driveway

visits and phone calls but it also included harnessing technology. Even though

sta� in disability organisations felt ill-resourced to do so, they attended sessions

and demonstrated a huge appetite to learn about what platforms they could

use, where they could get funding for technology and to learn from each

other how to facilitate services online. It was initially unclear if these were one-
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Figure 3.3: Systems map of environment entering pandemic

o� events or an emerging pattern. It soon became apparent that it was a sit-

uation that required further investigation. In my role with FreedomTech, I was

absorbing what I was hearing and discussing it with FreedomTech colleagues,

where we designed community of practice sessions that we felt would be

most useful. We held �ve sessions in April and May 2020 alone, and were learn-

ing how to do it online as we went. This engagement helped me to �ne-tune

the purpose of the research over several iterations and with the support of

Soft Systems Methodology (rather than being driven by methodology).

Understanding the situation in context and deciding on focus: A sys-

tems approach assumes that situations are nested within other systems and
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also have subsystems within them, in other words, systems are fractal in nature

(Hoverstadt, 2022). The macro, meso and micro-elements within the broad

system surrounding this situation is described in Figure 3.3. Systems research is

concerned with the meta-processes and structures that in�uence and are in-

�uenced by the situation, as the situation cannot be abstracted from context.

This calls for a distinction between the scope of the real-world concern and

a re�ned focus for research that could lead to contextualised knowledge. It

also suggests that governance arrangements around the situation that can

support feasible and desirable change are important research considerations

(R. Ison & Straw, 2020). This dual concern was addressed in the design of this

research which started with a focus on the Irish experience of developing vir-

tual services to a speci�c focus on the sta� practices that create the condi-

tions for psychological safety before broadening the research beyond Ireland

to research some of the governance issues that need to be addressed to sup-

port safe virtual services.

Value framing The quest for improvement also required an explicit value

framing. Appreciative approaches (Cooperrider et al., 2008; Whitney & Coop-

errider, 2011) o�er a suitable values framing by focusing on strengths and pos-

itive experiences, which made it more favourable than a Positive Deviance

stance. Positive deviants are those who engage in unusual behaviours that

allow them to solve problems that others cannot, though both experience

the same situation and have similar resources (Pascale & Monique, 2010).

An appreciative approach doesn't solely rely on identifying and replicating

unique solutions within a community as a positive deviance approach does

(Spreitzer & Sonenshein, 2004). Instead, it concentrates on cultivating a cul-

ture of adaptation and innovation and encourages a proactive and learning

mindset. This made it a suitable approach through which to view organisa-

tions aiming to innovate amid uncertain operating conditions.

Appreciative approaches to research shift focus from �nding de�cits in

social situations to developing a research inquiry that promotes opportunities

to bring people together to build and expand on their learning and under-

standings. This was in line with my positionality as the researcher: something

positive was happening but it was important to build and expand on the in-

novation rather than place it as an outlier position. It also aligned with the

idea that people operating in social systems can become 'stuck' without re-

sorting to a negative framing that might result in blaming behaviours that did

not align with the phenomenon observed.

Relevance At this time in human history, it is important that society's col-

lective resources, including research capabilities, involve real-life redesign of
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the systems that will sustain human life and quality of life for all. This orientation

is also discussed in the rationale given for this research in Chapter 1 Section

1.2.4. Recognising that research and practice are �inherently intertwined in

real life� (Chandler & Torbert, 2003), I took this to mean that research prac-

tice must take place �in situ� of the real world problem. This research sought

to be relevant and contribute knowledge to advance equality within soci-

ety, including challenging current power structures that hold a "stuck" posi-

tion (Bourdieu, 1990) and the socially constructed paradigms that underwrite

the status quo (Beer, 1972). As a researcher, I was driven by two primary con-

cerns: the emancipatory potential of technology to support people with dis-

abilities to develop their own agency beyond services, and to ensure future

connectivity to mitigate against social isolation due to the pandemic or future

environmental volatility, for example budget changes, climate changes, war

and increasing global uncertainty. The researcher statement section further

elaborates on these concerns.

These three factors informed the development of the research purpose

outlined later in this chapter in Section 3.

3.2.4 Applying methodological pluralism to research

Research methodology needs to match the variety of theoretical ap-

proaches discussed in Chapter 2 by adopting a multi-paradigm multi-methodology

approach, where parts of di�erent methodologies are broken up and brought

together in a new way to �t the problem and how it relates to the literature

(Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997). Mingers is one of many scholars in favour of us-

ing a wide range of theoretical and methodological insights to ensure that re-

search responds to the situation and does not lead it. At the core of each ap-

proach is a concern for culturally feasible and systemically desirable change

(P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020). Flood and Jackson, 1991, Jackson, 2019, and

Midgley, 2011 all support the use of a wide range of methodologies that can

provide the requisite level of variety (Ashby, 1956) to address the speci�c re-

search situation. Midgley proposes that methodological pluralism is a requi-

site of good research that can expose di�erent or contradictory assumptions

associated with di�erent theoretical lenses (Midgley, 2011). His argument is

based on the systems principle that if di�erent perspectives are partial, then

foundational epistemologies are also partial. Adopting a multi-methodological

approach avoids over-identi�cation with one foundational theory that ig-

nores the potential value that others can bring to enrich understanding. It

also recognises that methodologies are dynamic and evolving, rather rei-
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�ed and �xed. In the �eld of social psychology, the call for pluralism is found in

macropsychology, which seeks to apply psychology to �factors that in�uence

the settings and conditions of our lives� (MacLachlan, 2014, p. 851) , though

the design of interventions are not bound to one discipline (MacLachlan et

al., 2019). In doing so, it seeks to understand �up� in order to address power

dynamics and promote two-way learning that promotes �outsight.� This re-

search was concerned with choosing methodologies that best �t the situation

in line with a systems approach that embraced methodological pluralism.

Midgley suggests that what we perceive as going on in the world (con-

tent) and creating knowledge-generating systems (processes) are interrelated

contextual processes that involve making boundary judgements (Midgley,

2011). To sidestep the tendency to seperate the knower from that which can

be known, he distinguishes between process and content of knowledge cre-

ation. This leads to the following conclusions (Albrecht et al., 2022):

1. Knowledge is contextual and bound to the community from which it is

generated. It is neither universal, nor brings us closer to the "truth".

2. The relevance of a particular theory is dependent on the research par-

ticipants' purposes.

3. Researchers can embrace pluralism by making choices to include mean-

ings that arise from di�erent theories.

4. Standards for making choices between theories must be upheld and ex-

plicit.

5. Methodological pluralism works together with theoretical pluralism to

support cross-boundary learning.

Making boundary judgements is supported by a pragmatic maxim

around choice of methodology. Ulrich (2010) uses the word pragmatism (what

is true is useful) to uncover the implications of the positive and negative im-

pacts that research may have. Since it is impossible to identify all possibilities,

paying attention to the boundary judgements around the research scope is

key to developing valid research. This was also the justi�cation for applying

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020), as one of its

main strengths is that it takes a problem-structuring approach to framing re-

search. Problem Structuring Methods (PSMs) support the development of an

understanding of a problem situation, rather than seek an immediate solution

(Rosenhead, 2013). SSM also distinguishes between what is desirable to do

and what is feasible to do within a research project (P. Checkland & Poulter,
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Figure 3.4: 1st, 2nd and 3rd person Research

2020). Ulrich cautions that big is not always better and that when a bound-

ary judgment is made, how we then treat it is more important than where we

draw the line between research scope and focus (Ulrich & Reynolds, 2010).

3.3 Section Two: Developing systems research

practice skills

This section sets out the approach for developing capabilities as a sys-

tems researcher. Here, I drew on Ulrich's (2001) de�nition of competence which

stipulates the need to pursue a self-re�exive, self-correcting and self-limiting

approach to conducting research. The quest for improvement in the situation

was understood as a personal endeavour and to be concerned with what

Ulrich describes as the primacy of practice (Ulrich, 2001).

3.3.1 1st, 2nd and 3rd person research

This approach means that good research is a function of practice, and

methods are justi�ed by their implications for practice rather than the other

way around. To action this, I draw a parallel with the commitment in AR to

�rst, second and third-person Action Research where distinguishing between

three inquiries created a supportive framework for supporting di�erent re-

search purposes, on the understanding that all research is �for me, for us and

for them� (Reason & Marshall, 1987). This research made three distinctions

that are presented in Figure 3.4 and include:
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First-person re�exive practice: this was about inquiring into my way of

being in the world. It was where I attended to my own worldview, basic as-

sumptions, philosophy of life and �ways of being in the world� (Reason & Mar-

shall, 1987) through self-re�exive practices that explore my Weltanschauung

(wordview) (P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020), positionality (Holmes, 2020) and at-

tended to the development of research competencies (Ulrich, 2001) as well

as systems research competencies (Buckle Henning, 2017). As the researcher,

there are arrows in the diagram that indicate how �rst-person re�exive prac-

tice in�uenced both second and third-person research practice.

Second-person researcher in action: this addressed the activity of en-

gaging with others in the situation through relationship and practical action.

It drew on the research framing and also involves selection of methodologies

to enact research. Attending to procedural and relational ethics was of prime

importance here.

Third-person research: this focused on involving people beyond those

directly involved in the project through reporting, publishing and extrapolating

from the situated context to raising more general concerns through publishing

and presenting research.

Just as re�exivity described attending to my own biases and assump-

tions and ways of being in the world, ethics was about how these values are

put into action. First-person research concerned re�exive consideration of

decisions I made during research, including design decisions and bound-

aries around what to include and exclude. It was supported by re�exive prac-

tice. Second-person research practice focused on engaging with partic-

ipants within the situation being addressed. Consideration of what the re-

search meant for participants within a fast-changing world context - including

the current pandemic and climate change - meant that making ethical deci-

sions needed to go beyond prescribed rules and focus on real-world problem

situations. Ethical considerations are considered in greater detail for each re-

search cycle in the ethics applications and supporting documents produced

to support enacting each research cycle (See Appendix B). Third-person re-

search involved engaging in a wider discourse through engagement in con-

ferences and other events, as well as developing papers and blogs, and also

related to the dissemination of research.

Fig 3.4 draws on the work of Peter Checkland and Ray Ison to illustrate

the primacy of practice in systems research. Checkland �rst depicted action

research cycles as an interplay between the framework of ideas, which are

actions conducted through engagement with a methodology to investigate

a situation (P. Checkland, 1991). Ison added the Practitioner in action to the
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diagram, as well as the re�exive practitioner, who observes and re�ects on

the research process (R. Ison, 2017). I have added a third layer to this to show

how it also relates to third-person research.

3.3.2 Systems research competencies

Buckle outlines the perceptual systems competencies required to con-

duct systems research, which she describes as cognitive and a�ective abilities

that impact on a researcher's capacity to perceive systems (Buckle Henning,

2017). I have already distinguished between di�erent uses of systems ideals as

they are applied to this research in Chapter 1 (see Table 1.1). This included sys-

tems as content, where systemicity was assumed to be part of the nature of

real-world phenomena; system as concept, where systems were perceived as

a way to describe systemicity within social phenomena; and systems as con-

struct, where constructs were developed from systems concepts to explain

phenomena or as learning devices as with systemic methodologies. Here I

focus on the competencies needed to make these discernments, and evi-

dence their application in this research in Table 3.2.

Whole Systems thinking: The �rst competency is concerned with the

ability to perceive wholes, where the constituents of the whole are perceived

of as arising only in relation to the whole, which they serve (Bortoft 1996 in

Buckle 2017). Being able to perceive this inherent systemicity is, according

to Buckle, a disciplined intuitive skill which is as important as the analytical

skill that might be used to devise a systemic construct arising from this under-

standing (Buckle Henning, 2017). To understand the parts, it is necessary to

step into the whole as it cannot be observed from the outside-in. Here, Buckle

is distinguishing between wholeness-driven systems thinking rather than parts-

driven systems thinking.

Perceiving complexity: There are four competencies associated with an

ability to perceive complexity. The �rst is an an ability to discern the order that

is inherent in the most complex of systems that supports them to self-organise

and allows actions at a local level to co-ordinate at a higher level. This relates

to the systemicity inherent in the laws by which systems behave. The second

competency is an ability to perceive change, evolution and emergence in

systems, which requires a sensemaking capability (Weick, 1988) around what

can often be small changes in systems. Thirdly, an ability to discern non-linear

relationships that can arise across space and time and are not dependent on

proximity helps articulate inter-dependencies arising from historical connec-

tions or that can anticipate the future. Finally, being able to detect weak or
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Table 3.2: Systems Competencies

Systems
competencies

Evidenced by

Wholeness
driven systems
thinking

Critical boundary judgements in deciding focus and scope in
research

Reframing of psychological safety as a systemic construct
rather than something that can stand alone

Perceiving
order in
complexity

Identifying how the initial development of virtual services can
be described as demonstrating the features of a Complex
Adaptive System that support a level of order that supports a
su�cient level of functioning even when far from equilibrium

Perceiving
change in
complexity

The development of virtual services was driven from the
ground up and in small pockets of services initially. Spotting
the trend early and the genesis of the activity prompted a
curiosity around what sta� were doing to contribute to the
emergence of virtual services.

Perceiving
relationships in
complexity

I identify how the power dynamics in relationships between
di�erent stakeholders evolves as a growing sense of
interdependence between them, which is based on historical
familiarity but not bound by it.

This research also emphasises the future potential of virtual
services by making a link with increasing digitalisation and
global uncertainty and volatility.

The research �ndings point to presencing � a sta� ability to
sense-make in real time and feel into what is needed next in
facilitation terms within the context of the relational dynamic.

Perceiving
information in
complexity

The Viable Systems Model is used to discern weak as well as
strong signals. Researcher re�exivity is used to listen deeply to
what might on a surface level seem insigni�cant but points to
a deeper meaning: particularly when analysing interviews
using Re�exive Thematic Analysis.

Analogical
reasoning

Explanation of the duality of constructing the technical
response and dwelling within it in line with Heidegger's
concept of building and dwelling as a process of building a
plane while �ying it.

Engaging with
the unknown

Re�ection and iterative design

Systematic/
systemic
duality

Shift between project managing each research cycle,
developing research approach, getting ethical approval and
organising participants, and engaging with systemic nature of
situation, iterative research design and systemic interpretation.
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faint signals in systems is important as they may a�ect the functioning of an

overall system, and the capacity to discern weak signals that are potentially

signi�cant are determined by both systems themselves as well as the ways in

which we think.

Analogical reasoning: Being able to explain complex concepts using

metaphor or analogy is a systems research competency (Buckle Henning,

2017). While metaphor makes a direct comparison that shows similarities be-

tween objects (Lako� & Johnson, 2008), analogies identify commonalities by

�nding one-to-one correspondences between phenomena from di�erent do-

mains. Being able to do this is about making research accessible to a wider

audience and part of a commitment to use accessible language when com-

municating research �ndings. To develop an e�ective analogy for virtual ser-

vices, I explored the metaphors used in the research interviews and engaged

in informal resonance testing within the FreedomTech project to develop the

analogy between building a plane whilst �ying it.

Engaging with the unknown: Developing a tolerance for ambiguity and

uncertainty within the research process also involved a level of comfort with

discomfort of not knowing, balancing too much information with too little,

and paying heed to frustrations and confusion when it arises. Keeping a re-

�exive inquiry open around how I balanced these concerns without `foreclos-

ing' on the ensuing discomfort is a key systems competency (Buckle Henning,

2017). A capacity to work with multiple concerns across di�erent levels of the

system without simplifying the complex was an ongoing inquiry throughout

this research process.

Embracing the duality between systemic and systematic: This research

was driven by a systemic approach but being systematic about project man-

aging the research, applying for ethical approval and applying rigorous stan-

dards to the application of methodologies, and data analysis procedures was

also important. As a duality, they created a backbone for this research (see

Fig. 3.5).

Theoretical pluralism: Theoretical pluralism is a way of ensuring that no

one foundational theoretical framework is used alone. This approach avoids

the cognitive trap of becoming �xed on one foundational "truth" which then

informs all methodological decisions and ignores data or information that

might bene�t from being understood from a di�erent angle or using a di�er-

ent theoretical lens. This research wove threads from qualitative research, sys-

tems research, and Action Research together.

Re�exive practice: I committed to engaging in re�exive practice through-

out this research that could mitigate against biases arising from my Weltan-
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Figure 3.5: Systemic/Systematic duality
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schauung and positionality. Re�exivity refers to capacity to engage in critical

thinking about personal assumptions and behaviours that impact on ethical

behaviour requiring double-loop thinking (Argyris, 1994), otherwise described

as re�ection-on-re�ection or learning about learning, which might be consid-

ered triple-loop learning (R. Ison, 2016). As a researcher I was located in the

research, which meant that my worldview, values and ethical stance needed

to be both explicit and re�ected upon (Zuber-Skerritt & Perry, 2002). It also re-

lates to authenticity described as applying " intelligence in understanding, rea-

sonableness in judgement and responsibility in actions" (Coghlan, Shani, et

al., 2008). I used a what, why and how statement borrowed from Soft Systems

Methodology (P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020) to construct a system to support

ethical re�exive practice in this research (See Table 3.3). A re�exive piece is

also included at the end of each chapter as an illustration of re�exive prac-

tice that demonstrates ethical consideration of Weltanschauung, and the de-

velopment of systems capabilities in conducting research (Buckle Henning,

2017). A researcher statement on my postionality in relation to this research

topic is also presented at the end of this chapter.

3.4 Section Three: Research design

This section starts by stating the research questions and I then present

the meta-design informed by Soft Systems Methodology (SSM). SSM was used

at the start of this research project to support the formulation of the research

questions, to guide the process of enacting research cycles as an iterative

process and to assess the e�ectiveness of the research. It e�ectively brack-

eted the research activity and provided processes to support internal rigour

and consistency. I �rst outline the characteristics of SSM and then outline the

research questions and how they were developed using SSM. I then give an

overview of the research cycles and the logic behind them. This section also

considers some of the critical design decisions as part of re�exive practice. It

concludes with a researcher statement on postionality.

3.4.1 Research questions

This research was organised into three distinct research cycles guided

by the aims and rationale set out in Chapter 1 and are presented here as a

combined progression across three iterative research cycles.
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Table 3.3: De�nition of system to support ethical re�exive practice

A system to
(What)

Sense-check learning
Develop thinking
Demonstrate links between prior knowledge and
experience, new and future learning
Re�ect on boundaries in research design
Expose defensive reasoning/cognitive biases
Align actions with espoused values

In order to
(why)

Be able to produce original defensible research
Develop personal capabilities in systems research
Develop procedural, interpretative and evaluative
processes to ensure rigour
Develop relevant research with potential to contribute
to real-world concerns

By
(How)

First person re�ection: Engaging in practices that
enhance my re�exive stance including reading,
journaling, engaging in personal embodied systemic
practices
Second-person re�ection: Conducting the research
and using methodologies that support re�ection, eg.
Crticial Systems Heuristics
Third-person re�ection: Engaging in dialogue with
others to re�ection on and disemminate research
including conference presentations, papers and thesis
project

The overarching research questions that this research addressed are as

follows:

ˆ How can psychological safety be understood in the context of safe vir-

tual spaces and why is it important?

ˆ How can sta� practices support the conditions for safe virtual spaces

where people with disabilities can meet online and experience mean-

ingful connection?

ˆ How can systemically informed governance systems support safe virtual

spaces?

The research addressed these questions across three research cycles,

each focused on developing an understanding of a di�erent aspect of these

research concerns.

Research cycle 1: This research cycle explored the experience of tak-

ing services online in early 2020 for disability service providers.
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ˆ What were the logistical issues that arose when setting up a virtual ser-

vice?

ˆ How have sta� innovated to support setting up virtual spaces?

ˆ What learning has taken place about the future potential of virtual ser-

vices?

Research cycle 2: This research cycle aimed to understand the condi-

tions that gave rise to meaningful connection and a sense of safety in online

services to inform future service design.

ˆ What are the speci�c conditions that give rise to a sense of connection

and psychological safety online?

ˆ How do sta� practices foster an environment that allows these conditions

to emerge?

Research cycle 3: This research cycle focused on validating a systemic

construct of psychological safety and the practices that support it, as well as

exploring the governance arrangements that needed to be met to create

safe virtual services.

3.4.2 Meta design using Soft Systems Methodology

Soft Systems Methodology is �exible enough to weave systemic non-

linear iterative design and systematic project management of the overall re-

search endeavour together. SSM was developed by Peter Checkland as a

way to shift from looking at the world as systemic to conducting an inquiry

into it (P. Checkland, 1991; P. Checkland & Poulter, 2020; P. B. Checkland &

Haynes, 2019). It is distinguished from hard systems approaches as discussed

in Chapter 1. SSM is a �exible method which is designed to be responsive to

the idea that every situation involving human beings is unique, and approach-

ing it e�ectively needs to be guided by a methodology, rather than a tool or

technique, where methodology refers to a logic of method guided by prin-

ciples which must be adapted to the situation (c and p). As a guide to de-

signing a process of conducting the research, SSM (p) was used as distinct

from SSM (c) which explores the content of a situation (P. Checkland & Poul-

ter, 2020). SSM is traditionally presented as a seven-stage learning cycle with

constitutive rules for an `ideal' engagement with the tool. Here it was used in

a modi�ed way to support the design and enactment of the research process
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