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EDITING THE SYSTEM,
NOT THE DOCUMENT

Applying systems thinking to annual report production in 
large public organisations

Virginia de La Hamayde  |  SysPrac26
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The document was not the problem

The annual report is the visible output of a complex 
assurance system operating under time pressure, 

uncertainty and political scrutiny.

The shift: from sentence-level correction to system-level stewardship

25 minutes 1 case 6 dynamics
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A report built by many systems at once

Commissioning

briefs • scope • 
timetable

Evidence

data • risks • duties

Synthesis

narrative • trade-
offs

Assurance

legal • audit • 
DHSC

Governance

executive • board

Publication

Parliament • public

External forces shape the system boundary

HM Treasury NAO DHSC Parliament Public

The same complexity recurs inside 
the performance section.
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T H E  R E F R A M E

What looked editorial was actually systemic

Repeated updates → Delayed feedback

Tone disputes → Competing purposes

Duplicated sections → Local optimisation

Weak risk narrative → Goal displacement

Late reviewer comments → Downstream feedback

Changing charts → Dynamic data maturity

Symptoms Structures

The practical consequence

Stop asking:

“Who wrote this badly?”

Start asking:

“What system produced this 
pattern?”
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S Y S T E M  D Y N A M I C S

Loop 1: delayed feedback creates late-stage rework

Data maturity Narrative certainty Assurance 
comments Revision load

DELAY

System response

Map data availability early

System response

Use explicit “as at” wording

System response

Hold space for known revisions
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S Y S T E M  D Y N A M I C S

Loop 2: local optimisation damages the whole

Programme logic

Tell the fullest story
Protect our reputation
Caveat our risks
Retain our wording

Editor logic

Remove duplication
Balance achievement and risk
Create one voice
Protect coherence

Whole-report need

Readability
Accountability
Comparability
Trust

Boundary judgement: whose optimisation defines “good”?
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S Y S T E M  A R C H E T Y P E

Archetype: shifting the burden from insight to compliance

Pressure for 
assurance

Quick fix

Add caveats • add words • add checks

Short-term 
reassurance

Fundamental response

Strengthen evidence • clarify trade-offs • name risk ownership • show 
learning

More words ≠ safer 
report
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C S H  +  B O U N D A R Y  C R I T I Q U E

Power sits inside the narrative

Who controls?

Those who commission, draft and sign off

Whose expertise counts?

Programmes, analysts, legal, audit, executives

Who is affected?

Parliament, public, patients, staff

Who is missing?

Readers without organisational language

What is non-negotiable?

Statutory accuracy and evidence

What is contestable?

Tone, emphasis, risk and success

Editing is a governance act because it decides what becomes visible, credible and sayable.
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F R O M  E D I T O R  T O  S T E W A R D

The intervention was to redesign the work

1 Set boundaries early

Scope • structure • word counts

2 Hold the pen centrally

One accountable synthesis point

3 Map data dates

Design for delay, not against it

4 Separate evidence from display

Strip charts until they add value

5 Make gaps visible

Colour-code missing or partial evidence

6 Route queries

Prevent fragmented parallel conversations
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E V I D E N C E  O F  E F F E C T

What changed when the system was edited

Less chasing

Annual Reporting reported less chasing than in previous years.

More predictable data

Specific data dates and updates supported stakeholder confidence.

Better dialogue

A single PDU contact improved the working relationship.

Handled feedback

Comments from internal and external stakeholders were routed and 
addressed.

Earlier delivery

The wider report was delivered markedly earlier than the previous cycles.

Learning retained

The debrief identified version-control and visual-data improvements for 
next year for other areas of the report

Caution: this is reflective case evidence, not a controlled causal evaluation.
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T H E  S Y S T E M  S T E W A R D

A practical model for any high-accountability report

See the whole
Optimise across sections, not within them

Strengthen loops
Surface delays, assumptions and dependencies

Hold boundaries
Clarify scope, authority and escalation

Integrate voices
Create coherence without erasing difference

Protect learning
Do not let compliance crowd out insight
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Three questions to take back to your organisation

1  PATTERN

Which recurring “editing problem” is actually a 
stable system pattern?

2  STRUCTURE

Which feedback delay, boundary or incentive 
keeps producing it?

3  LEVER

What small change to information flow or 
decision rights could alter the pattern?

Choose one reporting cycle. Run one experiment. Observe the whole-system effect.
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From a better document to a better reporting system

The editor’s most important question is not: “Is this 
sentence better?” It is: “Does this change improve the 

performance of the reporting system?”

Editing becomes strategic when it improves how the system learns, assures and accounts.

Edit the feedback loops.  Edit the boundaries.  Edit the incentives.  Then edit the words.
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Where in your organisation are people still editing the 
document

when they need to edit the system?

Delayed feedback Local optimisation Boundary conflict

Goal substitution Narrative power Emergence

Thank you

Comments and feedback welcome to: 
virginia.de-la-hamayde@nhs.net

NHS England: annual report and accounts 2025 to 2026 14
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