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Using the Viable System Model to Strengthen Public Services Boards
1. Background and context
Despite much progress being made since Public Services Boards (PSBs) were established in 2015, the baseline evaluation from the Shaping Places for Well-being in Wales programme, found that some PSBs were struggling to influence the wider determinants of health and well-being in a consistent and coordinated way[footnoteRef:1]. Structures, processes and changing priorities often affected how PSBs worked together and how much impact they could have locally and nationally. [1:  The wider determinants of health (also referred to as the building blocks of health) include good education and skills, a warm safe home, fair work, money and resources, sustainable transport, and a healthy built and natural environment] 

2. The problematic situation
The Programme Advisory Board asked the programme team to bring partners together to consider what would help PSBs increase their impact
To do this, the programme team held a one-day in-person workshop and used the Viable System Model (VSM) — a systems thinking tool that helps organisations understand how they adapt, make decisions, and stay effective in changing environments. The VSM was chosen because it helps people see:
· the relationships between different parts of an organisation and how it interacts with its environment
· how short-term delivery and long-term planning are balanced,
· how information flows support decision-making,
· and where role clarity, coordination, or governance might need strengthening.
Through engaging with different perspectives, using the model can generate individual and organisational learning. 
3. Methodology
The workshop was facilitated by Dr Lesley Rowan (University of Exeter). To make the VSM approachable for people new to systems thinking, she:
· unfolded the components of the model before presenting it as a whole and replaced technical language with plain English
· used PSB relevant examples
· encouraged silent individual reflection
Participants first completed an individual diagnostic, identifying strengths and challenges at both national and local levels. These insights were then discussed collectively and mapped onto a large VSM template using post-its.
In the second stage (design mode), participants described what a more effective PSB system should look like and suggested practical actions.

The programme team later grouped the post-its into themes, aligned these with VSM components, drafted a summary, and checked it with participants. A smaller working group then prioritised the suggested actions.
4. Results
The workshop acted as a catalyst for several changes:
· National impact
A new National Strengthening PSB Progress Group was established, chaired by Welsh Government, to progress the national-level actions. Three task and finish groups now focus on:
· Monitoring and evaluation
· Improving PSB role clarity and communication
· Developing PSB learning spaces
These groups are now supporting consistency and shared learning across Wales.
“it helped us properly understand the issues before trying to solve them,”  
“we’re now moving from systems thinking into a delivery approach and actually changing the landscape”
Workshop participant
· Local impact
At the local level, Neath Port Talbot PSB held a follow-up workshop using insights from the national session to reflect on their PSB’s ways of work working and priorities. 
5. Learning
· Relationship building to encourage attendance One to one conversations with stakeholders before the workshop helped to ensure diverse voices were represented 
· Blending individual and collective perspectives helped surface different experiences of PSBs
· Unfolding the VSM slowly, rather than presenting it in full, made it accessible and avoided overwhelming participants
· Momentum is easier nationally than locally. Progress at the national level was strong, but local follow through was harder due to limited capacity and competing demands. More time was needed to identify clear responsibilities and timelines for action.
· Favourable conditions supported change. The timing of the workshop aligned with new Welsh Government structures and supportive leadership within Public Health Wales, which helped translate workshop insights into action.
The programme’s in-built flexibility also meant the team could invest time in supporting the new national group, prioritising actions, and helping establish learning spaces.
6. Conclusion – impact of using the Viable System Model
The VSM proved to be a powerful tool for helping partners talk openly about:
· purpose and identity
· role clarity
· information flows
· and how PSBs balance short-term pressures with long-term well-being goals.
It created a psychologically safe space for people to acknowledge challenges without blame, and helped align action across organisational boundaries.
Because of favourable conditions, clear facilitation, and supportive leadership, the VSM workshop contributed to a shift in how national organisations support PSBs. It helped bring together partners who shared similar concerns and provided a structured way to turn reflection into practical action.
7. Further reading 
For more information on the VSM please see:
· Introductory video on the Viable System Model
· Espinosa, A., Walker, J. and Martinez-Losada, A. (2023) The Viable System Model: An Introduction to Theory and Practice
· Espinosa, A., Walker, J., Grover, K. and Vachkova, M. (2023) The viability and sustainability approach to support organisational resilience: Learning in a recent case study in the health sector
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