
Leading Through Change: Building Agility in Complex 
Research Initiatives
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As per agenda, we are going to talk about how to lead effectively through complexity, ambiguity, and change in the context of CFREF-scale research. 

I appreciate the opportunity to speak to change management and strengthening organizational agility on behalf of our leadership team at One Child Every Child.

We have many methodologies available to all of us – Theory of Change, Prosci Methodology – C/S to F/S with change methodology and project management, etc. Work with our accelerators, particularly ViKM team, will enable us to complete the more detailed work required to flush these out in a meaningful way. 

I’ll anchor this discussion today on a strategic framework used by OCEC, which is helping to guide our thinking at every level — from bold vision to daily execution – across Parallel Paths. We are building our capacity and capability to drive and respond to change - agility.

First I will start with a summary of the challenges we are facing…



Theory of Change: These components include goals, preconditions, requirements, assumptions, interventions, and indicators.
Change methodology using ADKAR Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, Ability and Reinforcement





• CFREF grants are large-scale, transdisciplinary and high-stakes 
research opportunities for a University

• Common internal challenges:
• Diverse teams with different academic cultures
• High expectations for measurable impact
• Operational friction and slow systems in academic settings
• Pressure for commercialization and social innovation vs. team readiness
• Implementation decision making vs. PI autonomy
• Others

The Challenge of Scale and Complexity 



Implementation 
Strategy Levels
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OCEC Implementation strategy – four layers
Adapted from “4 Levels of Strategy” by Igor Buinevici from WildCaptial

The top of the pyramid captures the overall One Child Every Child strategy which is supported by the respective strategies for research and scholarship, functions and operations. Given the complexity of implementing a large institutional grant like OCEC, the strategy pyramid allows for each team and supporting institutional department to see a better line of sight of their work to enable the overall strategy of the grant or The Why.





OCEC 
Implementation 
Strategy Layers
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Top of the pyramid: "Advance Canada's long-term prosperity..."
This level is about setting a compelling purpose — not just research for research’s sake, but societal transformation

We can anchor change to mission-driven narratives around this purpose
By regularly revisit the “why” to keep people aligned and resilient
In large initiatives, vision drift is a risk — reinforce purpose consistently

What has been helpful for us here is Child Health and Wellness Research became an UCalgary institutional priority in 2020 so the mission-driven narratives and ‘the why” for OCEC are built on this foundation. 

Helps our teams who are working at strategic level like our federal and provincial GR teams who are rounding out what we are trying to achieve as a CFREF and the work they are doing to advance Ucalgary's overall mission and vision
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Our “why” continues to be changing this trajectory in a meaningful and sustainable way
This visual is compelling for everyone



Leverage OCEC’s unique 
strengths and opportunities to 
build on research excellence, 

drive transdisciplinary 
collaboration, and ensure 

impact is integrated from the 
start.

Research & Scholarship Strategy
Research  & 
Scholarship 

Strategy
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This is the layer where collaboration meets complexity
Examples of strategies:
Co-leadership models to avoid discipline dominance – all of our research themes are co-led; some accelerators as well
Facilitated planning retreats to co-create agendas - started these in Year 2; will continue these Year 3
Use of boundary spanners — individuals who can translate across disciplines – still tweaking leadership teams and identifying and catalyzing these types of resources

To strengthen agility, we want to build collaboration norms that accommodate discomfort; tension isn’t the enemy — it’s the space where creativity happens. This has been tough and given we aren't quite there yet relative to trust levels. We continue to work at it but the culture has to be there.  

Support change champions and spend more time together which is tough when time is limited with academic co-leads.




Maximize OCEC’s key functions through leadership, collaboration, 
and operational excellence — in ways that enable the ethical space 

of Parallel Paths.

Functional Strategy – Leadership & 
Operational Alignment

Functional Strategy
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OCEC Project 
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Research Data 
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This is where we often lose traction: good strategy, poor systems
Highlight:
Invest in leadership development of managers — they’re the bridge between vision and action; they are full-time on OCEC/PI”s are part-time; need to capitalize on skills and capacity of this team; leadership development program created by central HR (OCEC guinea pig) prior to full roll out
Address burnout and competing priorities head-on – we are constantly addressing workloads; 
Include staff who are in supporting departments as well – they have a vested interested in OCEC success and strengthen sustainability efforts
Include institutional strategies – I’tap a top, institute of transdisciplinary scholarship, community engagement, research impact

Change Insight – work in progress
Give permission to pause and reflect (FB good at this)
Create “learning loops” — regular check-ins to evaluate what's working and what needs adjustment (still figuring this out)
2025 is about creating and reporting metrics for this layer; better understanding how we monitor metrics across Indigenous and Non-Indigenous paths

We need to improve our internal communication across teams




Drive the execution of 
OCEC’s higher-level 

strategies by optimizing 
day-to-day activities and 

processes, ensuring 
effective resource 

allocation, stream-lined 
workflows, and robust 

performance 
management.

Operational Strategy – 
Enabling Agility
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Talk about how daily decisions affect the whole pyramid
Practical tools we’ve used:
Resource flexibility (e.g., pooled PM and rotating admin support)
Operational retrospectives after key milestones – did this as part of Year 3 planning and budgeting - Delineated research versus non-research resources to enable line of sight on departments and implementation resources to enable research and scholarship and functional strategies
We want to move to shared digital dashboards to improve transparency (PowerBI was already underway prior to OCEC kick-off)
Performance management will be aligned following that work – for non-academic staff

Operational excellence isn’t about perfection, it’s about building adaptable systems

Again, similar to functional layer, all about staff and teams enabling research leads and teams across grant�



Discussion 

• Our different strategies across CFREF’s aren’t plug-and-play — 
they need to be adapted for culture, team, and focus of grant

• What has worked well/not well with academic leads and teams?
• What has worked well/not well to enable change and improve 

agility across partner institutions?
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