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Abstract
Systems thinking is a learning approach to understanding complex problematic situations, focusing on how we conceptualise our thoughts. However, few studies have evaluated the impact of emergent learning (continuous learning through iterative intentional explorative activities to improve understanding) that occurs through facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches and how that learning manifests in participants' practice.
Aim: This study aims to illuminate how facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches affect sense and meaning-making to create emergent learning and beneficial self-explanations that impact assumptions by analysing three participants' self-explanations and their relationship to how they experienced learning. 
Research Methodology: This qualitative study, which is exploratory and descriptive, has a constructive/interpretive ontological and epistemological lens to uncover how we make meaning from behaviour patterns, such as feelings, in professional practice. This small-scale, single-site study used individual semi-structured 15-20 minute online interviews with three people from a Foundation who participated in facilitated participatory sessions based on systems thinking approaches to synthesise its learning about funding into its operational learning approach to embed racial justice as part of its strategy. The interviews were transcribed verbatim using Turbo Scribe, and Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis methodology was applied.
Findings: The thematic analysis resulted in six main themes: Facilitated Participation as a Driver of Collaborative Learning, Navigating Complexity through Systems Thinking, Shifts in Assumptions and Meaning-Making, Emotional Dimensions of Learning, Emergent Learning as an Iterative Process and the Challenges of Consolidating and Applying Learning. The participants highlighted the importance of facilitated participation in fostering collaborative, non-hierarchical learning. They also emphasised the role of emotional responses in driving growth and understanding. Although they valued the iterative process of emergent learning, challenges with systems thinking methods revealed the need for structured support to enhance their learning experiences, especially afterwards. Hence, the new learning becomes part of their practice.
Conclusion: The study's main findings are that facilitated participation enhances systems thinking by promoting collaborative exploration and critical reflection. However, challenges like emotional barriers and time constraints can impede learning during and after the session. Further studies should explore strategies such as follow-up sessions and mentorship that address these challenges and consolidate learning into practice, as well as how to consider diverse learning styles and power dynamics when facilitating.

Introduction
Systems Thinking is a transdisciplinary (a collaboration of people from various fields who explore, examine and learn about a problem) meta-research (the joining together of people with a shared stake in a problem) practice that aims to develop a better understanding of problematic situations (issues that have multiple interpretations, causes and interconnections and dependencies) through inclusive, participative, experiential inquiry methods that are embodied. Participants work through the problem together using iterative, active and exploratory facilitated participatory learning approaches based on integrated design principles (activities created and built to encourage conversation, collaboration and a collective vision intentionally). There is no consensus on what facilitated participative approaches should be used as there is an expectation that a Systems Thinking Practitioner would use a range of appropriate ones and tailor them through mixing, matching and manipulation to fit the context. Regardless of the chosen approaches, they should deliver relevant insights through emergent learning and, in turn, beneficial self-explanations (how we relate new to known information when problem-solving). An outcome of emergent learning is challenging participants' assumptions and shifting or improving their thinking so that new ways of seeing, doing and acting emerge based on how we reconceptualise the problem and create new self-exploration. However, manifesting emergent learning is not easy as it requires behaviour change, which takes time- if it happens at all, as it needs breaking habits tied to emotions, sense and meaning-making (subjective and objective understanding of our situational experiences) and ability to commit. Much of the research on emergent learning is focused on education, mainly on teaching, subject acquisition or skill development, or is a by-product of psychology or neuroscience research focusing on behaviour. Where research on emergent learning is about participation all too often, it describes how or what activities can create the conditions for new learning to happen or focuses on the outcomes of the problem being solved through their use and is usually practice-focused.

No known literature currently explores how facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches create emergent learning or allow participants to develop self-explanations that change their behaviour. Understanding how participants' experience facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches, how their emergent learning evolves and how they take on new learning through self-explanations is critical to developing systems thinking. Its potential as a way to learn and make change is more stated than qualified. Thus, there is a need to identify the mechanisms that affect learning and highlight participants' experiences during and after an inquiry to increase understanding of the factors that influence behavioural change and what adaptations are required to facilitate learning. Therefore, this research aims to illuminate how facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches affect sense and meaning-making to create emergent learning and beneficial self-explanations that impact assumptions by analysing three participants' self-explanations and their relationship to how they experienced learning. The purpose of the study is to contribute to building a picture of the relationship between participants' emergent learning, self-explanations and behaviour change. By examining this, the hope is to determine the extent to which facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches help to create the conditions for this to occur. Sanson's (2024) work provided the impetus for this research, which, in its argument calling for a Critical Conceptual Inquiry (CCI) to be created, stated that to become a reality, it would need to "deal with numerous < participants'> assumptions…to reveal that our conceptual thoughts are not consistent or constant, and how we anticipate will determine future behaviours…<which require> supervision and coaching".  

Method

Ethics
The Author received ethical approval from the University of Wales Trinity St. David (UWTSD) to undertake the research. Participation was voluntary, as the Author explicitly stated in all written and verbal conversations. All participants either signed the consent form or gave verbal consent to participate. The research would be anonymised, and all recordings of the interviews would be held and destroyed according to UWTD's rules. 

Setting and Participants
The three interviews were conducted online via Zoom at different times and lasted approximately 25 minutes. All three participants were at work but in separate parts of the building and rooms where they could speak freely, undisturbed, and the recording would be noise-free. They had all participated in the Foundation's learning journey to design its strategy, which included facilitated systems thinking approaches to synthesise its learning about funding into its operational learning approach to embed racial justice as part of its strategy.

Design 
This exploratory and descriptive study has a constructive/interpretive ontological and epistemological lens to uncover how we make meaning from behaviour patterns, such as feelings, in professional practice. This study takes the stance that professional practice is based on how knowledge is organised, managed and evaluated, so through this learning, it develops, validates and grows. This stance provides a way of producing new insights into how systems thinking approaches develop emergent learning. Central to this is that there are differing ways of learning and how people arrive at new ways of thinking based on situatedness and positionality in work and life. Thus, learning comes from a particular knowledge-production perspective, which is often hard to qualify as it may happen instantly, not at all or over time. 

By taking this approach, the study used semi-structured interviews to better understand the study's aims and objectives by providing insights that relate to emergent learning, self-explanations, sense and meaning-making through facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches. By using semi-structured interviews, the participants in the study were able to tell their unique stories of how they learnt and what they experienced with minimal interjections from the Author so that their perspectives were heard in detail. Before the interviews, the Author emailed the participants an overview of the research, with a glossary of terms and an interview guide listing open-ended questions under different topics. They were requested to familiarise themselves with the interview guide as part of their preparation. They were told to see the questions as prompts to help them shape how they talk about the topics in more detail and that the Author would use them to keep the conversation going but would not be stating each question. The interviews were conducted online via Zoom, recorded and transcribed using Turbo Scribe, and analysed using Chat GPT to understand the differences and similarities in their experiences and thoughts so that themes could emerge. 

Data Collection
The questions were designed to be open to allow the participants to speak freely and generally about their learning experiences, especially as the interviews took place during their work time in their workplace. Thus, there was a risk of them feeling pressured to say what they felt the Foundation wanted them to. The first question asked was to allow their narrative to flow freely and create a smooth transition from one topic to another without the need for the Author to interject or ask multiple questions. However, when the participants clammed up or veered off, the Author used the questions to bring them back and refocus on the topics. The closing questions were used to summarise what they had said, wrap up the interview, and see if they had any further comments. As each participant had a unique take on how they learnt, the Author sometimes changed questions or asked new ones to explore what they were saying and to encourage them to elaborate on their thoughts to add a further dimension to the conversation. 

Data Analysis
Verbatim transcripts of the interviews were created using Turbo Scribe to capture all spoken words; however, some utterances, such as pauses, laughter or noises, were not. To differentiate the three participants and preserve anonymity, they were labelled P1, P2 and P3. 

A prompt script based on Adu's (2024) was developed for Chat GPT based on Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step approach to reflexive thematic analysis to analyse the transcripts and interpret patterns of meaning. This thematic analysis method was used to situate the participant's experiences in their emergent learning and self-explanations. The six steps were used to prepare the prompt script for Chat GPT. The prompt script required Chat GPT to take a constructivist approach to analyse the data, emphasising the participant's active role in learning and building their self-explanations from what was emerging while interpreting the data within the broader context of systems thinking, facilitated participation and learning. 

The thematic analysis was iterative, so the first prompt step was for Chat GPT to familiarise itself with the transcripts and create some initial codes. Chat GPT was then asked to re-read the transcripts to pick out the areas of interest that stood out and what was missing from their stories. Then, the Chat GPT was asked to create codes based on the transcripts by focusing on different aspects that capture their essence and identify specific content by breaking it into smaller, more meaningful pieces relevant to the research. Each code it was told should represent a different aspect of the data to organise and categorise the information. The next iteration was the development of themes. Chat GPT was asked to be reflexive, objective and reflective when analysing the participant's transcripts and understand them as they are without inference before exploring from an interpretive perspective why they said what they did. Two rounds were undertaken on the transcripts to create and refine the themes. 

Presentation of Results
The start of the thematic analysis initially produced ten open codes for the three participants' narratives. The codes were further analysed to summarise all three participants grouped into emerging patterns. The last step analysed the patterns, which yielded six potential emergent themes (see the table below). The themes represent all the elements mentioned by the three participants to varying degrees. The participant's words provided a marker for each theme as they are based on their ideals that surfaced during their experiences of facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches. 



Table 1
	Initial Codes for Participants' Transcripts

	 P1
1. Facilitated Learning Value
2. Collaborative Learning
3. Connecting Dots
4. Confidence Boost
5. Stakeholder Perspectives
6. New Lenses
7. Challenging Assumptions
8. Differentiated Learning
9. Linking Lived Experience
10. Reflective Challenges

	P2
1. Collaborative Problem-Solving
2. Deep Connections
3. Complexity Acknowledgement
4. Trusting the Process.
5. Transparency in Learning
6. Combining Thoughts
7. Confidence in Complexity
8. Emotional States
9. Self-Doubt
10. Shifting Perspectives

	P3
1. Facilitated Learning Limits
2. Missing Consolidation
3. Momentary Learning
4. Systems Change Complexity
5. Guided Learning Importance
6. Different Learning Paces
7. Reflective Struggle
8. Persistent Effort to Learn
9. Emotional Awareness
10. Reinforcing Assumptions











	Emerging Patterns

	The value of structured, facilitated sessions compared to reading/research and the need for post-session reinforcement.

	The importance of non-hierarchical, shared learning experiences and working together through discomfort. Created connection-building in emergent learning processes.

	Recognising the inherent messiness of systems thinking and acknowledging systems change as overwhelming and big by learning to work with complexity rather than simplifying it.

	Systems thinking provided a lens for understanding complex funding challenges by recognising the value of combining frameworks like power, anti-oppression, and behaviours by connecting prior understanding with new learning frameworks.

	Acknowledging the importance of including external stakeholder views to gain confidence in understanding multi-layered challenges and aligning personal insights and lived experience with organisational perspectives to inform their funding perspectives. Recognised feeling unsure and needing to adapt perspectives.

	Differentiated anti-racism from racial justice by focusing on systemic issues and recognised organisations with systemic approaches versus service delivery.

	The acknowledgement of feeling overwhelmed but benefited from revisiting resources. Real-time visibility of progress (e.g., Post-it notes and shared materials) helped avoid stagnation in learning and actively retain key learning moments. Yet, there was a lack of time for consolidating complex learning, highlighting the mixed group dynamics and learning speeds.

	Patience and trust are required during facilitated participation. You are exposed, vulnerable, and responsible, which emotionally challenges you to remain open to change. Therefore, you need to acknowledge moments of uncertainty and discomfort.








	Emergent Themes

	Facilitated Participation and its Effectiveness

	Navigating Complexity and Systems Thinking

	Shifts in Assumptions and Perspectives

	Emotional and Reflective Learning

	Emergent Learning and Critical Reflection

	Consolidation and Application of Learning

























Findings
The findings across the themes share some similarities, so they could have been reduced even further. However, the subtle differences in the participants' thoughts show that keeping them grouped this way allowed for a better analysis of their experiences to determine how far facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches contributed to emergent learning and self-explanations. From the three participants' transcripts, the thematic analysis produced these final six main themes:
· Facilitated Participation as a Driver of Collaborative Learning
· Navigating Complexity through Systems Thinking
· Shifts in Assumptions and Meaning-Making
· Emotional Dimensions of Learning
· Emergent Learning as an Iterative Process
· Challenges of Consolidating and Applying Learning

[bookmark: _d6sawywj5q1k]1. Facilitated Participation as a Driver of Collaborative Learning
The participants found that facilitated participation created an effective collaborative, real-time, non-hierarchical learning environment that fostered group-based problem-solving, deep connections, and the mutual exploration of ideas. The facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches used throughout the learning benefited them by enabling diverse perspectives to emerge, which deepened their collective understanding. The participants emphasised the value of shared learning processes, especially for complex problems such as theirs. Through the collaborative interactions, the participants felt the activities helped shift their assumptions, which resulted in emergent learning. However, help was needed to navigate them through the emotional dimensions of learning as its limits (i.e., missing consolidation during and afterwards) highlight the need for additional reinforcement or follow-up so that learning is transferred into practice.
For instance, P1 focused on how the shared experience equally allowed participants to connect ideas from different angles, reinforcing systems-level insights. This shared experience directly contributed to emergent learning by helping participants understand and articulate complex concepts, i.e. racial justice and funding, in their own words. Another key insight from P1 was how collaboration provided opportunities to "bounce ideas off others," which helped clarify their thinking. Likewise, P2 noted that group discussions and problem-solving, even when uncomfortable, helped uncover more profound truths about interconnected challenges, demonstrating how facilitated participation fostered a critical examination of their assumptions. Additionally, P2 reflected on how the facilitated sessions encouraged them to "listen more deeply," promoting a greater appreciation for diverse viewpoints. By removing hierarchical barriers, the participants felt empowered to challenge their assumptions, contribute openly, and navigate the complexity of racial justice and funding together. However, P3 raised concerns about the mixed learning paces in the group, which sometimes created emotional discomfort and fragmented learning for them. This concern brings to the fore how collaborative learning is not universally beneficial without tailored reinforcement, as they felt "pressured to keep up with the group".
This dynamic interplay between collaboration, emergent learning, and emotional responses aligns with the research purpose of exploring how facilitated participation affects sense meaning-making and self-explanations. Collaborative learning drives shifts in understanding, but the challenge, as emphasised by P3, is the need to address varying participant learning needs to ensure inclusive and effective outcomes.
Key Supporting Quotes:
· P1: "The way it was facilitated didn't feel like hierarchical. So all of us were like sharing that experience at the same point...doing it more collaboratively was really helpful."
· P2: "It was the problem-solving element of it, as well. And working through discomfort really helped...that deep connection to others, particularly because we're talking about things that rely on deep connections, like emergent learning."
· P3: "Having facilitated learning works really well for me to a point... particularly with a mixed group of ages and a mixed group of brain power, everybody moves at a different pace."
[bookmark: _umw7wda6yhn8]2. Navigating Complexity through Systems Thinking
The participants acknowledged that systems thinking is a powerful but challenging tool for understanding complex, interconnected issues. The tension between embracing and balancing complexity and the need for simplicity emerged as a significant theme of facilitated participation. The participants overcame this struggle as the facilitated process helped them engage in complex issues, i.e., racial justice and funding, through visual tools and collaborative exercises. While participants recognised systems thinking multi-layered nature and valued the depth and interconnectedness offered by facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches, they also grappled with its scale and intricacy, highlighting a critical balance that must be struck to ensure meaningful engagement. The participants emphasised the challenge of navigating the participatory activities, the patience required to engage with them and learning at different paces.
For example, P2 described how transparency in learning, such as Post-it notes and visual outputs, such as concept maps, made the complexity of racial justice and funding more manageable by externalising and iterating the collective ideas everyone had. This iterative visualisation process allowed for collaborative sense and meaning-making without oversimplifying people's ideas. P1 emphasised how the facilitated sessions enabled them to connect their prior knowledge to the facilitated participatory systems thinking activities, allowing for gradual sense and meaning-making to emerge. The tools, activities and collaborative methods helped the participants embrace the complexity of racial justice and funding organically, making it their learning. They noted how the facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches "provided a structure to think holistically". However, they also needed time to break down the concepts they were learning into smaller parts for better understanding. In contrast, P3 expressed difficulty engaging with the facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches due to the overwhelming scale of the learning required to engage in the complexity of racial justice and funding, describing a preference for simplification to facilitation to process key concepts initially. They reflected, "Sometimes I just needed to focus on one element before trying to see the whole system." This underscores a broader insight, i.e., simplifying complexity can sometimes be a bridge to deeper understanding, particularly for those new to facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches.
This tension reflects the broader implications of the research: facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches demand a flexible, layered approach in which participants are guided to move between simplicity and complexity as their understanding deepens. Facilitated participation is critical in mediating this balance, offering tools, collaborative exercises, and reflection opportunities. Yet, as P3's narrative illustrates, not all learners progress at the same pace, emphasising the requirement for tailored approaches that consider individual learning needs.
Ultimately, the findings suggest that while the facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches helped the participants embrace complexity, its successful implementation to assist learning in various contexts for a wide variety of people requires intentional scaffolding by moving participants from accessible, simplified entry points toward more nuanced, interconnected insights.
Key Supporting Quotes:
· P1: "I was sort of quite new to systems thinking... it helped me connect the dots and think like, oh, actually, in a systems thinking way, this is what this means."
· P2: "It made me understand that you can really work with complexity. I thought you had to make it more linear to see it, but I realised you could just work with it."
· P3: "Systems change and systems learning was so big and new. I needed to sit in a corner and read about it again."
[bookmark: _kwtc8ckgr281]3. Shifts in Assumptions and Meaning-Making
Facilitated participation challenged and encouraged the participants to critically examine their assumptions, leading to shifts in their perspectives and the development of new ones. This process was closely intertwined with participants' emotional experiences, as feelings of discomfort, vulnerability, and eventual confidence played a significant role in enabling or hindering these shifts in perspective. They learned to critically differentiate and reframe concepts (e.g., anti-racism vs racial justice). They also applied personal lived experience to enhance their understanding and make meaning of the learning.
During the interview, P1 described how the sessions helped differentiate between anti-racism, which addresses immediate concerns, and racial justice, which targets systemic root causes. While this reframing enabled a deeper understanding of funding decisions, it also provoked initial discomfort as the participants grappled with such a challenging systemic issue. Another breakthrough for P1 occurred when they realised how personal biases shaped their initial approach to racial justice work, prompting a shift toward more systemic strategies. 
Similarly, P2 shared how layering frameworks like power, anti-oppression, and behaviours revealed new ways of addressing racial justice and funding complexity, where seemingly contradictory ideas could coexist. They reflected on a moment when they integrated these frameworks, and something "clicked," helping them see previously elusive connections. The participants applied these insights to challenge their assumptions and integrate new perspectives into their work. However, not all participants' assumptions shifted easily. 
Sometimes, the shift was accompanied by moments of emotional vulnerability, as acknowledging the multiple perspectives others held, although valid, required letting go of previously held assumptions, which they found hard to do. P3 noted that while they actively worked to challenge their thinking, certain long-held assumptions were harder to overcome due to ingrained habits and the scale of the concepts being explored. This emotional discomfort sometimes acted as a barrier rather than a catalyst, particularly when the participants felt overwhelmed or lacked sufficient reinforcement during the facilitated learning or afterwards to embed these new ideas. P3 also described moments of resistance, such as feeling overwhelmed by new ideas about racial justice that conflicted with their existing perspectives, so they required additional time to reconcile this learning. However, this was easier said than done as they lacked the space to reflect.
The interplay between shifts in assumptions and the emotional dimensions of learning that manifest due to our previous experiences and shapes thinking illuminates how facilitated participation is both a reflective and emotionally charged process. Facilitated participation creates opportunities for participants to confront challenging perspectives by fostering critical reflection, which leads to emergent learning. However, as can be seen, these shifts were not uniform, underscoring the importance of providing adequate emotional and cognitive support to help participants navigate discomfort and transform it into meaningful change.
Key Supporting Quotes:
· P1: "Before the facilitated sessions... it's understanding that anti-racism isn't the same as racial justice. Racial justice tackles the systemic issues."
· P2: "What shifted for me is having the confidence to just keep layering frameworks like power, anti-oppression, and behaviours together."
· P3: "It does [shift assumptions] because I make sure it does. I'm quite hard on myself when I'm in a situation that I don't feel 100% sure."
[bookmark: _4jujxkmipblq]4. The Emotional Dimensions of Learning
Engaging with facilitated participation and systems thinking evoked strong emotional responses, including feelings of vulnerability, self-doubt, discomfort, and a lack of confidence. These emotions were shaped by participants' emergent learning processes, revealing a dynamic interplay between emotional states, assumptions, and engagement with complexity. Emotions also played a key role in the participants' reflective and reflexive processes, as they acknowledged moments of reflection and described the emotional effort they made to make sense and meaning of the learning.
While these emotions initially acted as a barrier for some participants, with some feeling overwhelmed, unsure, or hesitant, the emotional discomfort ultimately served as a way for deeper reflection and learning. P2, whilst talking, described moments of self-doubt and exposure but emphasised how confronting these feelings fostered trust in the process and a stronger capacity for critical reflection. Another instance was when P2 reflected on feeling "momentarily paralysed" by the weight of systemic issues but used that moment to reevaluate their approach to problem-solving. Just like P1 acknowledged, "stepping out of their comfort zone" during discussions allowed them to appreciate alternate perspectives. This ability to step out illustrates how gaining confidence by aligning personal perspectives and organisational goals overcomes the discomfort felt during the process, which can be transformed into clarity and empowerment. Here, discomfort became a necessary precursor to breaking through assumptions and engaging with complexity through the facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches. These emotional ebbs and flows were instrumental in driving the participants toward meaningful insights and sustained growth during the sessions. However, this waned when they returned to their regular work practice.
However, emotional discomfort also emerged as a hindrance when the participants struggled to process complexity or lacked adequate reinforcement during and after the facilitation. P3 stated that they were emotionally overwhelmed, and the scale of the explored concepts sometimes left them unable to fully consolidate or apply their learning during the facilitation or within their practice. They mentioned feeling sometimes "mentally exhausted", which delayed their ability to engage with the follow-up materials. This exhaustion shows that the impact of emotional discomfort is not uniform, as it can both enable and limit learning, depending on the participants' assumptions, levels of preparedness, and the support available during and after the facilitated learning.
The relationship between a participant's emotional state and emergent learning underscores the significance of context in facilitated participation. Facilitators can mediate emotional barriers by intentionally creating spaces to navigate discomfort through reflection, collaborative exercises, and coaching throughout the process, which encourage participants to engage meaningfully with complexity. Therefore, sustained support is essential to helping the participants transition from discomfort to confidence, ensuring that emotional responses contribute positively to the learning process rather than becoming insurmountable obstacles.
Key Supporting Quotes:
· P1: "It gave me confidence when I was writing things down because it felt like my perspective aligned with the organisational perspective."
· P2: "I felt exposed a lot of the time, very vulnerable... and sometimes I had loads of self-doubt."
· P3: "I remember bits of it, but I don't remember all of it. And I do my own shorthand of my brain...I'm quite hard on myself to open up to new ways of learning."
[bookmark: _my6l9pv8ufcs]5. Emergent Learning as an Iterative Process
The participants described learning as an ongoing, iterative process involving revisiting, reflecting, and refining insights, leading to continuous improvement. They felt facilitated participation supported emergent learning by fostering critical reflection, enabling the participants to engage deeply with complexity, and encouraging the ongoing adaptation of their understanding. This iterative process shows the potential of emergent learning manifesting through facilitated participation based on systems thinking and how essential it is for tackling complex issues. 
The participants also underscored specific strategies that fostered emergent learning during the sessions. These included revisiting session materials, engaging in reflective practices like journaling or discussions, and allowing time for insights to develop organically. P1 reflected on how they "needed to revisit the same ideas multiple times to see new connections," emphasising how each iteration added depth to their understanding of funding and racial justice. P3 shared that "thinking about concepts later, outside of the sessions," allowed them to connect seemingly unrelated ideas later, demonstrating how iterative facilitative engagement creates deeper learning throughout the process. They described how ideas often resurfaced later during moments of reflection, such as while commuting or driving. Similarly, P2 emphasised the importance of trusting the process despite moments of discomfort, recognising that emergent learning requires patience and a willingness to engage with uncertainty. They spoke of allowing learning to unfold naturally, even when the outcomes of the sessions and learning approach were uncertain. Over time, the iterative nature of the facilitated sessions and these strategies enabled the participants to gradually refine their insights, engage meaningfully and build confidence in their ability to navigate their understanding of the complex problems of funding and racial justice. 
However, one of the participants did not find this iterative process fully effective. P3 struggled with retaining a cohesive understanding, describing their learning as fragmented or incomplete. This struggle highlights a significant problem where iterative learning may not always lead to complete clarity without additional reinforcement during or after the sessions. It also suggests that while emergent learning can be transformative, it reveals issues in how new learning is prioritised afterwards, how this affects organisational strategic progression and what happens if learning is not immediately consolidated into new knowledge. These experiences suggest that while emergent learning is valuable, it can be uneven. Additional support is required to ensure that participants move beyond partial insights to a more integrated understanding.
The findings point to a critical insight: emergent learning thrives when the participants can revisit ideas and explore them from multiple angles. However, this must be sustained after the facilitated process has ended in their work practice so the learning is embedded and maintained. In addition, the iterative nature of the facilitated process may leave some participants feeling disoriented or overwhelmed when dealing with complex concepts like funding or racial justice. This tension reveals the importance of integrating structured reinforcement, such as follow-up sessions, scaffolded learning activities, and reflective practice, to bridge the gap between emergent insights and consolidated knowledge in practice. 
However, the iterative process provides a dynamic alternative to traditional organisational learning methods, offering the participants tools to engage with complexity more organically. However, tailored support is needed to ensure that iterative learning does not result in fragmentation or incomplete understanding, particularly for the participants who may require additional time or scaffolding to integrate new insights.
Key Supporting Quotes:
· P2: "Trusting the process became really important...it's about patience and trusting that you will figure it out together."
· P1: "It helped us identify where organisations are tackling root causes rather than just putting Band-Aids on issues."
· P3: "Certain things I've taken away will always stay with me, but I don't think I have the whole. I think I have segments of it."
· P3: "When you're driving, that's when I think. That's when the linkages come up...if I have something big to think about, I go see someone far away because I've got thinking time."
[bookmark: _oe338diwucnr]6. Challenges of Consolidating and Applying Learning
There was a shared recognition of the importance of consolidating and applying learning in their work practice. However, while facilitated participation was appreciated as valuable, and they acknowledged growth and the ability to connect new insights, the participants noted problems in consolidating learning in their work due to time constraints and the overwhelming nature of the complex concepts they were dealing with. They emphasised the importance of reinforcing and applying insights in their work to ensure sustained understanding, but this was often easier said than done. This issue reveals critical tensions in facilitated learning. While the participants appreciated the dynamic and collaborative environment, they struggled to solidify and apply their emergent insights in practice afterwards. This difficulty focuses on the limitations of traditional approaches to consolidate learning in organisational practices, which may fail to account for the iterative and complex nature of the learning and issues they are dealing with.
They suggested strategies like revisiting session resources, creating space for follow-up discussions, and engaging in independent reading or reflection. P1 highlighted during the interview how revisiting session resources provided a clearer understanding of complex concepts after initial struggles but admitted that fully consolidating learning during and after the session was challenging due to the amount of learning covered. In contrast, P3 expressed persistent struggles, describing how revisiting resources alone was insufficient to overcome the overwhelming complexity of the issues and the learning. Even with such strategies, the complexity of the learning sometimes remained overwhelming, and the need for more structured follow-ups or simplified breakdowns was not fully met once they returned to their desks. They emphasised the need for additional opportunities to consolidate complex learning, such as pre-session readings or post-session reviews, structured follow-ups, simplified breakdowns, or repeated sessions, to reinforce and apply insights over time to ensure sustained understanding. This need highlights that while revisiting resources is helpful for some, others may require alternative or additional solutions, such as ongoing mentorship, smaller learning segments, or repeated facilitated sessions to consolidate their understanding fully.
This difficulty suggests that emergent learning requires intentional scaffolding to support the transition from fragmented insights to cohesive knowledge for practice. The participants' experiences expose a gap in traditional organisational methods of consolidating learning in practice, which tend to favour immediate and linear reinforcement. Facilitated participation involves iterative, reflective processes, and it is clear that learning from it requires additional time and mechanisms for revisitation and application in workplace practice. For P2, the speed at which new team members adapted to emergent learning underscored the importance of embedding reflective follow-up opportunities for all within the learning process to ensure sustained understanding and transferability to practice, especially when trying to undo previously held assumptions.
The challenges underscore the need for additional tailored learning approaches during and after the facilitated sessions, such as mentorship, structured follow-ups, and smaller, more digestible learning segments, to address the complexity of the problem, in this case, funding and racial justice, to put learning into practice. These refinements could bridge the gap between emergent learning and the practical application of insights, ensuring the participants can consolidate and use their learning effectively over time.
Key Supporting Quotes:
· P3: "The consolidation hasn't always happened...I think, oh, I'll do it later, but doing it later never really works."
· P1: "During the session, there was a lot to digest, and I found it difficult to participate fully. But revisiting resources gave me more confidence."
· P2: "I think the interesting thing is how quickly new people coming into our environment pick this up, given they didn't go through the facilitated process."

Discussion
The findings widen and deepen the understanding of how facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches affect sense and meaning-making to create emergent learning and beneficial self-explanations that impact assumptions. The thematic analysis highlights how facilitated participation supports collaborative, non-hierarchical learning, fostering emergent insights and critical shifts in assumptions. The participants valued systems thinking as a tool to explore complexity. However, tensions arose between managing its depth of learning and simplifying concepts for accessibility. The process encouraged the critical examination of assumptions, with the participants' emotional responses, discomfort, vulnerability, and confidence playing a central role in making this happen. For many, the emotional discomfort acted as a vehicle for growth. Still, for others, it created a barrier to fully consolidating their understanding in the sessions and work practice. The findings also show that emergent learning can only occur as part of an iterative process, requiring reflection and revisitation to refine insights during and after. While the participants appreciated the dynamic approach, they faced challenges in consolidating and applying knowledge during the sessions or in practice, exposing gaps in the facilitated participatory systems thinking approach, which fails to consider how the learning progresses once the facilitator has gone. Some participants struggled with the fragmentation of their learning or the overwhelming complexity of the learning, indicating the need for structured scaffolding and follow-up support so that there is space to reflect and apply it to practice.
The findings align with the research purpose: to explore how facilitated systems thinking impacts emergent learning, meaning-making, and self-explanations. Collaborative learning, critical reflection, and emotional engagement were identified as the key drivers of emergent learning. Yet, the research shows a need for tailored approaches to address the uneven learning experiences and the inability to apply learning to practice. However, this is as much about being given time or considered as part of the learning approach in the first place as it is about the nature of facilitated systems thinking approaches. They also provide new insight into Sanson's (2024) argument for a CCI by giving weight to their idea that the practitioner and the participants would need more support to make learning happen. This support could include psychology safety training, a better understanding of adult learning pedagogies, and reflective practices to bridge the learning processes from facilitating participatory systems thinking approaches to learning in work-based practice. The learning environment appears to be a significant factor, especially regarding the consideration of time. However, as discussed in Sanson (2024), this may prove the CCI undoing. Although having more time to consolidate learning would be a valuable improvement for the participants, it is also a barrier as it affects the cost-effectiveness of using such a method- something that already affects systems thinking. 
What was not clear, however, was how new learning created and developed new self-explanations that allowed for emergent learning to take hold. Given that the responses from the participants painted a picture of lacking time and space to reflect and consolidate their learning in their work practice, the inference is that few hardened self-explanations occurred and that perhaps their old ways of thinking have not been supplanted by new ones. That said, there were sufficient levels of discomfort and expressions of feeling that they had their assumptions challenged to believe that they did create new self-explanations to get over this dissonance, but perhaps not for long enough for them to have taken hold. 
Interestingly, they wanted more reading before and after the sessions. This need could be linked to the way we perceive what learning is based on how we are educated, as there is a feeling that self-explanations come from something tangible, like reading. However, this mainly came from one participant, which may be down to their individual preference, learning style, or belief that learning takes effort, such as reading. What was evident from all of this is that without creating concrete self-explanations within their practice, they end up engaging in their "normal" behaviours, which require less time and effort, which they lack. 
Overall, the findings have increased the awareness of the conditions and factors required for emergent learning to happen and to change behaviours. This small study provides some insights into how facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches can allow for learning to be transferred in an organisational setting. The identified disadvantages may be negative but are crucial by providing a compelling challenge for facilitators who want to improve the emergent learning properties of their facilitation. Facilitators must first recognise and build their learning skills to develop the participants' learning capabilities. This requirement echoes arguments in Sanson (2024), which stated that "the practitioner leading the inquiry would also have to be open to being challenged along with the PO and all participants." Therefore, the facilitator would need to reflect upon their practice critically and allow for criticality in their facilitated approaches and learning to assist the participants in synthesising their emergent learning effectively, hence the need for a CCI. Thus, critical reflection is crucial to deconstructing problems and overcoming assumptions and biases when making change. 
Future Research
Wider-scale research is required to explore the experiences of more participants and practitioners in different settings. Further research is recommended to explore strategies for overcoming barriers to consolidation, such as follow-up sessions, mentorship, and simplified entry points. Future studies could also examine how different learning styles or power dynamics influence collaborative learning processes. The participants showed that social interactions during and after the facilitated participatory systems thinking approach positively impacted the quality of their emergent learning. This finding could be beneficial to developing the collaborative, participatory aspects of a CCI. Also, the study only focused on the individual participants' perspectives on emergent learning. Further research could examine the effects of their professional practice on others, such as colleagues, clients or customers and the organisation's strategic operations, such as how learning affects the implementation policies, procedures and processes and their professional. Future research should also focus on the long-term impact of emergent learning within an organisation and what strategic difference it makes, especially where the participants have struggled, become disengaged, are dogged by office politics or are not interested in changing- as how easy is it to convert learning into sustained positive action in these circumstances. Addressing these gaps can make facilitated participation even more effective in supporting systems thinking, emergent learning, and critical reflection. Lastly, more work needs to be done on how emerging learning can encourage and support self-explanations in the facilitated and workplace environment and what interventions need to be implemented to continually expose the participants to sufficient experiences that make them fully embodied and embedded in practice.
Limitations
This study is small, with only three participants. Yet, it has provided a rich picture of learning from facilitated participatory system thinking approaches. The findings may not be replicated, as participants' experiences and perceptions change depending on the context. However, the participants' narratives have created an opportunity to determine the application of Sanson's (2024) call for a CCI.

Other participants who participated in the facilitated participatory systems thinking approaches were omitted, and the focus was on one specific part of the Foundation's learning approach. Although the Author has made a concerted effort to present an accurate account of the participants' experiences, this report may be biased by the researcher's prior knowledge and interpretations. It is recognised and accepted that the participants' recollections may have been affected by time. Plus, the Author facilitated the discussion of part of the Foundation's work. Therefore, there is a power imbalance between the participants and the Author. This imbalance may have affected the participants' stories by focusing because they know the Author despite the intention of the research to showcase the participants' lived experiences objectively. 

Additionally, power dynamics, cultural differences and other experiences may have impacted how the participants perceived their learning, resulting in them disclosing few negative thoughts. Strengthening the study by replicating it based on other practitioners' work in different settings would enhance it. Therefore, the research findings are not automatically generalisable to other organisations or practitioners.

Conclusion
The findings demonstrate that facilitated participation effectively supports systems thinking by fostering emergent learning, critical reflection, and shifts in assumptions. The participants engaged in a dynamic process that encouraged collaborative exploration, emotional engagement, and gradual understanding of complexity. However, challenges, including emotional barriers, time constraints, and the overwhelming nature of systems thinking, underscore the need for tailored reinforcement and structured scaffolding to consolidate learning.

This research validates the purpose and objectives by showing that facilitated systems thinking processes enable more profound sense and meaning-making and beneficial self-explanations; however, the outcomes for the participants are not uniform. Uneven learning experiences raise the importance of emotional and cognitive support to ensure that all participants can meaningfully engage with complexity.
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