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[bookmark: _Hlk195449639]Developing Systems Thinking Practitioner Identity Through Practice Dialogues: Using qualitative mixed methods to improve practitioner definition
Background and Context 
With the increase in its popularity, systems thinking has seen the rise of practitioner courses to professionalise the practice. However, with this comes two issues. Firstly, as it is a creative practice, it requires a practitioner to think expansively. Yet, the rise in courses runs the risk of making a practitioner's actions routine, standard, and procedural, which could inadvertently lead to reductive, critical and problem-thinking skills, which is the antithesis. Secondly, there are various traditions and ways of practicing; therefore, who decides what constitutes a practitioner? In the case of systems thinking, the most well-known courses, such as the apprenticeship, Theory U, or the Masters, have been set up by those with a long-standing presence, yet there is no uniformity amongst them. What is common is that they explain various “practices” that constitute systems thinking practice but not what being a systems thinking practitioner is. 

Recently, three books have explored the theme of practitioner identity in systems thinking. The most recognised work by Jackson (2024) emphasises theory and academic applications rather than the practitioner's role. In contrast, Roberts (2023) offers a personal perspective, highlighting the qualities needed to be an effective practitioner, such as being a good communicator, empathy, and an active listener. Montalion (2024) occupies a middle ground but fails to delve into the professional paradigms of being a practitioner. The essence of being a practitioner is intertwined with the context of participatory interactions, where the relationship between participation and context impacts problem framing and perspectives. This dynamic influences how knowledge is acquired, the occurrence of emergent learning, and the resulting actions taken. Therefore, understanding the significance of identity in terms of problem holders, practitioners, and participants is crucial in systems thinking practice, particularly within the time and space of these interactions, as they can significantly affect the tangible impacts generated.

The rationale is to explore how systems approaches, social learning, personal narrative, and context align through the lens of systems thinking practice, which is crucial for establishing the clear boundaries of a practitioner and the practice itself, i.e.,

· identity/self within time/space of practice, 
· problem holder/practitioner motivation
· individual and collective actions
· problem holder/practitioner and participants' perspectives 
· problem holder/practitioner and participants' context and history

However, alignment here does not mean mutual accord; it means being able to set out the distinct boundaries of a practitioner’s identity so that they are clear and understood by all before any social learning through systems thinking starts. Therefore, the similarities and differences in the relationship between practice and a practitioner’s identity are made visible rather than seen as a joint enterprise and how the identity of a practitioner is harmonised through practice. The research's insights will be used to define a systems thinking practitioner’s identity and outline the essential qualities of a practitioner for effective practice.

Aims and Objectives 
This research aims to explore the dynamics of systems thinking practice to define a system thinking practitioner’s identity to help those developing prospective practitioners by examining the relational positions between individual and collective identity and investigating how a practitioner interacts and engages with lived and theoretical knowledge in practice. It explores the terms under which the practitioner determines the problem by examining the boundary around the socio-political context of issues when placed relationally to the micro-context of the practitioner and/or by the macro-context of the concern.

To achieve this, the research will:
· Assess the ethical implications for practitioners when including and excluding viewpoints in their practice and how they feel about centrally or marginally situating knowledge and learning. 
· Investigate how the problem holder or practitioner’s decision-making is affected by context and subjectivity and how they view the significance of emergent learning, especially if the participants’ narratives challenge their established knowledge.
· Explore how the problem holder, practitioner and participants make sense and meaning within the practice and whether it’s situated and centred as part of their identities in that time and space.
· Analyse how practitioners ethically balance their established knowledge and alternative perspectives about problems to transform learning into an aligned, cohesive and integrated narrative when they have shaped the mode of engagement.
The rationale is to explore how systems approaches, social learning, personal narrative, and context align through the lens of systems thinking practice, which is crucial for establishing the clear boundaries of a practitioner and the practice itself. However, alignment here does not mean mutual accord; it means being able to set out the distinct boundaries of a practitioner that are clear and understood by all before any social learning through systems thinking starts so that the similarities and differences in the relationship between practice and practitioner are made visible rather than seen as a joint enterprise and how the identity of a practitioner is harmonised through practice. The research's insights will be used to define a systems thinking practitioner’s identity and outline the essential qualities of a practitioner for effective practice.
Indicative Review of Literature
This indicative review of literature is based on the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate style, i.e. a brief yet comprehensive review of blended academic, practical and professional knowledge to understand a practice problem through an inquiry that may or may not make change. It is similar to a narrative review by offering a subjective and interpretive synthesised summary and critique of a broad range of studies so that multiple perspectives can shape the research.  As such, this review aims to understand why it is essential to define what a practitioner is when developing systems thinking practice.
Practitioner identity
Systems Thinking is typically seen through the lens of practice, i.e. as a learning approach for understanding complex problems, mainly in soft systems such as organisational operations or services involving people; however, increasingly, it is being used to tackle social issues such as climate change, obesity or migration. However, it is also used when examining the complexity of hard systems such as manufacturing, software, or engineering. Regardless of the use, the books, articles, and research focus on systems thinking practices, such as applying the approaches or models, but rarely on who or what a practitioner is and how to be one. Understanding a practitioner's identity is vital due to the increase in professionalisation. 
Practitioner contexts can be coercive, stressful and unethical, but systems thinking writing focuses on the practice, not the practitioner. Ibarra (1999) sees identity as the ‘relatively stable and enduring constellation of attributes, values, motives, and experiences in terms of which people define themselves in a professional role.’  However, despite the recent adoption through the apprenticeship that a systems thinking practitioner is an occupation, thus a professional role, it is more typically a practice entwined within a profession, making for a tangled mix of practitioner, professional identity and professionalism. So, there is “how an individual conceives of him or herself … whereas professionalism involves being and displaying the behaviour of a professional” Wilson et al. (2013) and how a person’s multitude of identities whilst at work affects practice, practitioner and professional identity and professionalism (Elvey et al., 2013). 
Placed on a high pedestal
The focus on a practitioner’s identity in systems thinking is often limited, as most discussions are led by academic practitioners integrating consulting into their scholarly work. Their dual role in academia involves lecturing, supervising students, and attending conferences. This creates a bias in their understanding of practice, as Ormerod (1999) noted, who argued that their ability to provide an unbiased account is often impacted by their intellectual and emotional investment in the events they study. Additionally, the perspective of practitioners in academia differs significantly from that of individuals who enrol in courses, such as master’s programmes or apprenticeships, or those who apply systems thinking in their daily work out of personal interest. This disparity is problematic; the understanding of what it means to be a practitioner largely arises from exclusive academic perspectives which dominate the discourse, leading to a narrow definition of what it means to be a practitioner, which is problematic according to Midgely (2023) highlights that only those in practitioner academic roles have the flexibility to engage with systemic thinking in a manner that aligns with broader desires for accessibility and application. This suggests that a collective "we" serves as the gatekeepers of the practice, implying that being a practitioner is defined by their opinions about systems thinking. However, this viewpoint originates from an exclusive and academic standpoint. As a result, despite the long history of systems thinking, its adoption has been sluggish. This exclusivity and perceived complexity contribute to the slow adoption of systems thinking, as Armson (2008) highlighted, encapsulating this challenge, stating, “the demands, intellectual, perceptual, epistemological, and emotional, are... challenging and difficult in the doing.”. To broaden systems thinking’s appeal, this research aims to demystify practitioner identity and make it accessible to a wider audience beyond experts, responding to concerns like those expressed by Nguyen (2023) about the risk of its continued perception as an elite discipline rather than a routine practice for all.
Practice versus Practitioner
Recent discussions around systems thinking have shifted from solely focusing on practice to exploring the qualities of effective practitioners, so moving beyond the traditional emphasis on practice itself. This shift can be attributed to the increasing professionalisation of systems thinking, evidenced by a rise in training courses that indicate a strong demand for the practice despite its exclusivity. While there have been long-standing discussions about the various approaches to systems thinking, and despite a growing interest in the professionalisation of systems thinking, there remains a lack of clarity about what constitutes a good practitioner beyond basic skills like active listening and facilitation. Armson (2008) highlights the emotional challenges in adopting a systems thinking perspective, emphasising the importance of personal and interpersonal skills. What remains unclear is what kind of individual excels as a practitioner, including the personal, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skills that need to be developed and the additional knowledge required. The understanding of what constitutes a practitioner has often been taken for granted, or those prominent in the field may assume that this understanding is readily available in existing literature. 
The field often overlooks the nuanced identity of practitioners, conflating academic knowledge with practical ability. Lazlo (2012) distinguishes two types of systems thinkers: those who cognitively understand and can articulate systems concepts and those who intuitively grasp what it means to adopt a systems perspective, even if unfamiliar with formal systems terminology. This latter group is essential for evaluating practice and understanding what it means to be a practitioner. This has contributed to an academic bias in the literature, as Omerod (1999) suggests that practice is often viewed through a theoretical lens, leading to an overemphasis on practical application at the expense of deeper exploration of practitioner identity. Consequently, there is a need for research that moves away from the historical emphasis on theoretical and academic practice in discussions of systems thinking. The research must transcend this academic narrowness and better define the identity and skills required to be an effective systems-thinking practitioner by uncovering and articulating aspects of practitioner identity that are often overlooked, drawing insights from existing works to better define what it means to be a practitioner.
The Practitioner in Practice
The literature highlights a gap in addressing practitioner identity within the context of systems thinking. Practitioner identity is mentioned in the literature but not fully explored. Oligia (1988, cited in Reynolds, 2011) notes that practitioners often overlook social structural factors shaping their worldviews while adhering to ontological realism, which hampers a deeper understanding of what it means to be a practitioner. This marginalisation of practitioner identity is common, often obscured by an emphasis on practice instead. As a result, crucial insights into what it takes to practice are not fully developed. The discourse that gets lost within the wealth of systems thinking practice literature is that practice is linked to the context of the practitioner, affecting how they employ systems thinking approaches. Scharmer (2014) emphasises that the success of interventions depends on the "interior condition" (comprising what the practitioner is feeling and thinking) of the intervenor, suggesting that practitioners' identities significantly influence their approaches, including their perception of the problem, what is learned, and how change is enacted. 
However, Scharmer, like many others, mostly concentrates on practice, treating these insights as secondary, so the focus remains primarily on practice, which overshadows the practitioner’s identity. This research must place greater emphasis on moments within texts where the unique identity of the practitioner emerges. Furthermore, this should be contextualised with practitioners' narratives to prevent the academic voice from dominating the discussion, as the academic perspective can be misleading; it often arises from specific contexts that may not translate into everyday practice. Reynolds (2011) argues for a balanced exploration of practitioner narratives to enrich understanding, urging academics to avoid presenting their perspectives as universally “real.” Yet, it is commonly accepted that the way academic practice is presented is “real.” Therefore, the key is not to over-rely on this lens and fall into the same trap. The research should investigate the origins of practitioner identity by examining the relationships and attachments that shape practitioners as it can provide a comprehensive view of how ethical, relational, and power dynamics are integrated into their identity. This will enhance the narrow understanding of what it means to be a practitioner, illustrating how it “embodies all three aspects of systems thinking in practice: understanding relationships, surfacing contrasting perspectives, and exploring ethical and power relations” (Reynolds, 2011)
Practitioner Defined
The discourse on practitioners primarily comes from academic practitioners, focusing on practice rather than the practitioner's identity. This leads to vague guidance on becoming a practitioner, as it often intertwines practice with practitioner identity, neglecting their distinctiveness. For instance, statements like “Nonlinear approaches always begin with observation, paying attention to how things work” (Monalion, 2024) can seem vague. This occurs because the examination of being a practitioner is rooted in the philosophical ontology of systems thinking, emphasising its existence from a metaphysical perspective, specifically, how the mind understands the practice of systems thinking as an aspect of reality, i.e., “Creating conceptual integrity requires looking at circumstances through multiple perspectives, seeing them more broadly than our personal framing” (Monalion, 2024). In this context, practice and practitioner are often viewed as synonymous, which obscures the distinct identities of each. For systems thinking to have an identity consistent with every practitioner would be impractical, as individuals and their contexts are inherently unique. The research argues that understanding these differences is crucial for clarifying the essence of being a practitioner. 
Another reason for this lack of clarity is that academic practitioners may lack the inclination or the relevant knowledge to analyse their practices or those of others. As Jackson (2024) notes, “…there will be readers hoping for more specific guidance…please remember <it’s> only meant to provide a general orientation to an intervention.” This diminishes the concept of being a practitioner. The research must tackle the tendency to conflate practice and practitioner identities as self-contained concepts. While they influence one another conceptually, they are distinct constructs that require a thorough examination to clarify the essence of being a practitioner. Emotional challenges, such as the distress from confronting complex social issues like obesity and racism, further complicate practitioner identity, as noted by Roberts (2023), who acknowledges the fragility of practitioner identity due to the various roles practitioners adopt and the contexts in which they operate. The need for practitioners to have emotional resilience and self-care strategies is emphasised, which arises from systemically viewing problems, leading to emotional distress. However, the underlying reasons for emotional strain remain unexplored. 
The research must identify the underlying factors contributing to this instability and highlight the precarious nature of being a practitioner to better understand the resilience and tools necessary to support effective practice. As systems thinking is increasingly employed to address complex social issues such as obesity, racism, and disability, these challenges likely contribute to a practitioner’s identity. This may involve “unearthing things…from the past…that cause anxiety, stress, and despondency because the situation is seemingly hard to improve” (Roberts, 2023). Hence, the research calls for a deeper investigation into the relationship between a practitioner’s history, identity, and emotional influences, which all play a crucial role in decision-making and enacting systems thinking practice.




Proposed Methodology
Structure
My inquiry into doctoral professional practice-based research has informed my proposed methodology. Two methods resonated; one focuses on the structure of the final dissertation, and the other on the methodology. The proposed structure is a disquisition, a theory-informed dissertation-in-practice model from the Carnegie Project that focuses on various writing methods for professional practice. A disquisition is a formal way for practitioners to explore and solve a significant practice problem by applying research to improve the issue. 
The researcher plays two parts- firstly, as the scholar who identifies, describes, addresses and analyses in depth what improvements are required, such as methods, strategies, toolkits, etc., to bring about change, and secondly, as the practitioner who assesses if the change will bring improvements and evaluates its effectiveness. This model helps address identity and ethics in practice by making a significant or noticeable positive change or impact towards an objective. This approach seems logical because the practitioner needs to believe that stakeholders within their practice are affected by the problem so they can define, investigate and improve it. Also, it requires the practitioner to develop, frame and implement an intervention that makes a change, so a mixed method is proposed to diagnose, evaluate, and improve the problem. 
Qualitative Methodology
In studies, “mixed methods” often refers to combining quantitative and qualitative, i.e. “inter-paradigm” research.  However, another definition of “mixed methods” (O’Reilly et al., 2015) is when the study combines two different quantitative or qualitative methods, i.e. “intra-paradigm” and within the overarching paradigm, various methods or methodologies can be used to help analyse and develop the research in more detail. In the case of this study, a qualitative intra-paradigm approach will be used to explore and examine practitioner practice, behaviour, and identity. 
The overarching methodology for the study is auto-phenomenology (Gruppetta, 2004), which is an autobiographical type of research that mixes:
Autoethnography- a qualitative methodology that acknowledges my role and identity as the researcher, systems thinking practitioner and educator by reflecting, explaining and connecting them to the various aspects of practice that will be studied through my narrative. 
Phenomenology- a philosophical study, movement, qualitative method and methodology (depending on context). 
I will use it to research the lived experiences of practitioners engaged in systems thinking practice, allowing me, as the researcher, to appreciate their perspectives about being a practitioner through their narratives. Mixing the two paradigms will allow me, as the researcher, practitioner and educator, to be the primary lens to explore what being a practitioner is whilst “putting myself into the shoes” of other practitioners' experiences so a more comprehensive study can be undertaken.
Other qualitative approaches that will be employed are:
· Semi-structured interviews with students and other practitioners about being systems-thinking practitioners 
· professional discourse analysis to examine the relationship between systems thinking practice, practitioner identity and boundaries, socio-political structures, creativity and conformity and systems thinking discourse 
· narrative analysis of the practitioner's experiences and perspectives through their interviews by studying the construction of the meaning of being a practitioner 
· Reflective and reflexive writing examining me and others being practitioners to explore and interpret knowledge and experience through different lenses gained contextually in practice situations and through research to achieve insights, evaluate and develop actions
Ethical Considerations
All university researchers must address ethical considerations in the ethics form as a mandatory part of any proposal. As this is insider practitioner research, the anticipated risks of the form section pose the most significant challenge. This is because, as a practitioner, researcher and educator, my positionality and situatedness are such that my ethical perspective will be derived from all three contexts. I am an insider researcher with links to several organisations and groups, each with specific ethical lenses. Therefore, my explicit personal, work and research ethical perspectives will be integrated within the study in addition to any implicit ones, such as policies, processes or procedures that condition the context yet are unseen. Thus, there needs to be an awareness of my practitioner, practice, student and worker contexts from a societal (political, historical, cultural, professional, etc.) and a personal (identity, roles, values, emotions) lens, which will evolve throughout the research rather than from just “risks” that reflect objectivity, e.g. health and safety, GDPR, conflicts of interest etc.
As I will be the focus of the study (educator, lived experience, personal reflections) and the researcher of the topic (interviewing, analysing, examining), both identities will become interdependent and interconnected. This means I must be aware of my positioning because I need two different gazes. As such, I must make my position and situatedness clear from the outset and throughout the study so that for clarity, the nuanced ethical divide between the two identities is maintained to avoid confusion. Above all, this needs to be outlined to ensure that my biases do not control the research or narrative; otherwise, the risk is that the research becomes too subjective instead of objective. This threat is all the more credible because I have a personal investment in the practice and study. Therefore, I run the risk of not investigating some aspects by taking them for granted or ignoring them entirely, so I have to keep checks and balances in place, such as reviewing, negotiating and reflecting upon my position and situation for the duration of the research and being transparent about them. 
As I interview students and practitioners, I must consider and manage their preexisting relationships. In some cases, I will be their educator, so there will be a power imbalance, and in others, I will be their colleague, so there might be too much familiarity.  In either case, the relationship between them and me will be complex. I will need to ensure that my biases do not dominate and that they do not just give me the narratives they think I want to hear. Additionally, I need to avoid the risk of “playing it safe” by inviting practitioners to interview who are more likely to confirm my biases; however, at the same time, I need to consider my psychological safety as my identity is complex as it also intersects race, sex, class and within my work based practice these aspects of it have caused me harm. Yet, because of this, I have developed particular perspectives about systems thinking practice, which is a blessing and a curse because it could influence my research.  
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