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Aims/objectives

OBJECTIVES
1. The challenge of problem identification (large teams, complex challenges)

2. What constitutes "good" co-production
3. Some key recommendations

FORMAT

• 20-25 mins – Presentations:
1. Project & main challenges

2. Deeper-dive on problem identification

• 15-25 mins – Group Discussion
• 5-10 mins – Plenary & Final Recommendations



Our funders

• “New approaches to population health research” 
(going beyond ‘traditional’)

• Whole systems

• Interdisciplinary

• Multiple ‘upstream’ actions

• Co-creation with end users

• ‘Knowledge brokers’ key

• Solutions/societal impact (changes in policy and 
practice)

CALL CRITERIA



www.truud.ac.uk

TRUUD ‘grand mission’
To enable a paradigm shift in how health is valued and integrated at root-cause 

decision-making points in the urban planning and development sectors

Credit: Steve Melia

Black D et al (2022) Study Protocol | Tackling Root Causes Upstream of Unhealthy Urban Development (TRUUD): Protocol of a five-
year prevention research consortium. Wellcome Open Access. https://wellcomeopenresearch.org/articles/6-30

Mechanism
By developing and testing a multi-action intervention 

in two main sub-sectors: transport and property

http://www.truud.ac.uk/
https://wellcomeopenresearch.org/articles/6-30


Phase II Intervention Areas / Teams

Current advisors, stakeholders – recruitment ongoing…

LOCAL GOVERMENT
INDUSTRY MEMBERSHIP 

/ THIRD SECTOR

NATIONAL GOVERMENT

DEVOLVED / REGIONAL GOVERMENT

INDUSTRY
(developers, architect)

ACADEMIC



Team, phasing and communications

Group description Disciplines (newly combined)

• 40-odd researchers
• 5 HE institutions
• Multiple cost centres
• 2 city / city regions
• National / Westminster
• 100s of stakeholders
• £10m research funding

• Public health 
• Urban planning
• Policy studies 
•Management
• Real estate investment
• Law 
• Environmental economics 
• Health economics
• Systems engineering
• Psychology
• Public engagement
• …

Re-structuring for Phase IIPhase I



Language, definitions and shared understandings:
Plural understandings – e.g…

What do we mean by ‘health’?

Healthcare < > Public Health

Individual < > Population

General < > Inequalities

Biomedical < > Wellbeing

Physical < > Mental

Opportunities < > Outcomes

Right to < > No right to

Human < > Planetary

Coggon J et al. (2022) Early conceptualisation work: 
8 ‘dimensions’ of health? [Unpublished]

Numerous language issues
(even those for whom it’s a first language)

• Interdisciplinary / transdisciplinary (ID/TD)
• Co-production (co-design? co-create?)

• Impact
• Knowledge broker

• Etc.
Scally G, Black D, Pilkington P et al (2021) The Application of ‘Elite Interviewing’ Methodology in Transdisciplinary Research: a Record of Process and Lessons Learned during a 3-Year Pilot in 
Urban Planetary Health Research. Journal of Urban Health. Springer. Open Access.

What do we mean by ‘upstream’?

Commonly 
understood definition



Management/admin support 
needed:

• Governance expertise
• Management expertise
• Communications
• Graphic design / data 

visualisation

And all need time (i.e. funding)

‘Key team processes’…need time and support



Complex management...need time and support



Foundational understandings

“despite its promise and many excellent individual examples, 
most interdisciplinary research remains at the academic 
margins, largely because understanding about such 
investigations is fragmented” 

(Bammer G, 2013)

“so far there is only limited understanding of the enabling 
conditions, challenges, lessons, and tools for inter-disciplinary 
research…

…increasing our understanding of how to effectively design 
and deliver interdisciplinary research is crucial…” 

(Brown R, 2019)

“not constrained by an unduly limited set of perspectives and 
approaches (and which should include) methods and 
perspectives where experience is still quite limited” 

(Skivington et al, 2022)

Foundational 
Understandings 

Problem 
conceptualisation

Researcher & 
stakeholder 
identification

Co-design



PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION IN A COMPLEX SYSTEM
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Problem identification in health research

‘Understanding the problem’ is a common and important part of most 
guidance on intervention development. It:
• is often the first stage in research, 
• ensures that we have a thorough understanding
• helps researchers to be specific about the problem they want to change,

In traditional health research projects, the problem space researchers start 
in is likely to be fairly narrow and well-defined (but often very challenging!)

Consensus in the research team:

What the problem is (roughly) √
How to investigate it √
Which stakeholders to engage √



Problem identification in complex systems research

Challenges for problem identification in a large system
As the scale of the problem space increases, so does:

- The number of specific problems the team could address, 
- The potential directions that research could go in,
- The stakeholder groups involved,
- The expertise needed on the team,
- Research management challenges.

The challenge
The urban development system includes many subsystems and 
lots of problems that we could tackle to reduce non-
communicable diseases.

Urban Data

Technical Experts

Human + Planetary Health

Land

Finance Permission

Delivery

HealthSpatial Planning

Transport

Infrastructure Investment

Taxation
Policy Law

Health Data Environmental Data

Plans

Plans

Land
TIER 3 GOVERNANCE

(national)

TIER 2 GOVERNANCE
(region)

TIER 1 GOVERNANCE
(city)

DESIGN > 
URBAN ENVIRONMENTS

(planning/design 
+ outputs/outcomes)

HEALTH OUTCOMES

Representation of the UK urban development system



More disciplines = more perspectives and ideas

From: Black D, Bates G, Ayres S, Bondy K, Callway R, Carhart N, Coggon J, 
Gibson A, Hunt A (2022) Operationalising a large research programme 
tackling complex urban and planetary health problems: a case study 
approach to critical reflection. Sustainability Science.

Different backgrounds: areas of expertise across the TRUUD team



What is ‘good’ co-production… and how best to do this when working in a 
complex system?

• Stakeholders (those affecting, and those affected, by research) can and 
should shape research

• Good practice: including stakeholders from the start

But… 
• Many stakeholders in a large system
• Equality in representation to avoid missing critical views (?)
• Narrow focus and limited understanding of the whole system
• Challenge in bringing together large numbers of busy people
• Limited opportunities – what is best use of engagement?

What is ‘good’ co-produced research?



Stakeholder identification & engagement

Many potential stakeholder groups across subsystems who could contribute 
to  understanding the problem space

Extensive stakeholder mapping exercise undertaken

Knowing who to talk to and when to talk to them were significant challenges

Scally G, Black D, Pilkington P et al (2021) The Application of ‘Elite Interviewing’ Methodology in Transdisciplinary Research: a Record of Process and 
Lessons Learned during a 3-Year Pilot in Urban Planetary Health Research. Journal of Urban Health. Springer. Open Access.

Stakeholder 
primary 

role

Local/ 
Regional 

government

National 
government

Private 
sector

Third 
sector

Total

Property 
development

5 2 24 0 31

Urban 
planning

15 3 5 3 26

Finance 0 3 18 0 21
Transport 6 3 3 1 13

Public 
health

7 2 0 2 11

Politician 8 1 0 0 9
Environment/ 
Sustainability

3 2 1 1 7

Other 5 4 2 3 14
Total 49 20 53 10 132

Research participants in TRUUD phase 1 interviews

Table from: Bates G, Barnfield A, Ayres S, Larkin C (2023) What types of health evidence 
persuade policy actors in a complex system? Policy & Politics, in press



“All on 
the table” Should Could Can

Narrowing the problem space

TimeHow could we identify 
specific problems to 
address in the large and 
complex urban 
development system?



How we did it – an iterative evidence-informed process

Research teams produced 
combined summaries of data 

analysis

Findings cross-checked 
against individual summary 

documents and team workshop 
outputs

Long-list of 49 ‘problem areas’ 
identified, split by scale & 

sector

Central team extracted findings 
across all summaries relating 

to problem spaces

Findings reframed as problems
that need solving

Whole team prioritisation 
process to select which to 

take forward

1

2

3

4

5

6

Selection based on many factors:
- our evidence
- relevance to our ‘mission’
- ‘fit’ with our team’s expertise 

capacity & resources
- timeliness and opportunity
- potential for impact





QUESTIONS FOR YOU
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Question for you

Given research challenges (large team, complex 'systems of systems', management, etc.)...

How can problem identification be optimised through stakeholder engagement?

Example prompts:

• How do you agree, collectively, on the problem?

• How do you know if you've identified the right people?

• How do you manage limitations of engagement?

• How do you know your system boundary setting is optimal?

• How important is this whole area?

'Meta':

• How relevant / important is this whole area?



RECOMMENDATIONS
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Black D, Bates G, Ayres S, Bondy K, Callway R, Carhart N, Coggon J, Gibson A, Hunt A (2022) Operationalising a large research programme 
tackling complex urban and planetary health problems: a case study approach to critical reflection. Sustainability Science.

1. Systems, Unknowns, and Imperfection

2. ID/TD Understandings

3. Context and Stakeholder Knowledge

4. Identifying and responding to values

5. Societal Impact

1. Project Understandings and Direction

2. Team Cohesion

3. Communications

4. Decision-making

5. Methods Development

OPERATIONAL UNDERSTANDINGS

FOUNDATIONAL UNDERSTANDINGS

Critical Reflections:
Our 10 ‘bespoke’ criteria

1. Factor in (far) more time than you would expect
2. Seek out funders who understand
3. Build confidence in working with uncertainties and 

unknowns
4. Invest substantially in coordination and communications
5. Ensure a 'psychologically safe' environment
6. Engage in rigorous and (constructively) critical reflection

OUR HEADLINE RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MANAGING 
PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION IN LARGE TEAMS:
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