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Building Well-Being by Creating
a Culture of Inquiry
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n this annual issue dedicated
to impacting population health
outcomes by better connecting human
services with health and related
sectors, we take a deeper look into how
orientations such as social determinants coupled with tools like predictive
analytics and data hubs are changing
the face of health and human services
(H/HS). Leveraging the power of the
insights we gain when we examine
the context in which people live, and
the associated patterns and trends for
whole populations, is no longer just
wishful thinking. As you’ll discover in
the pages that follow, the future is here.
The combination of advanced analytics, integrated systems, data hubs,
and other innovations are enabling
new insights and bridging the once
seemingly impossible divide across the
health and human services sectors.
Moreover, links to education, justice,
and housing systems, among others,
are reshaping entire ecosystems within
communities. At the heart of any of
these efforts is our collective desire to
optimize data to create meaning from
it for the betterment of the health and
wellness of families and communities.
There is no doubt that talk of data
analytics and integrated systems
generates all sorts of reactions from
H/HS leaders—from excitement to
frustration to fear, sometimes all at the
same time. You will want to read the
confessions of our own Phil Basso (see
feature article on page 12) regarding
the trepidation those words trigger for
him. And yet, as the non–tech savvy
guy, Phil quickly gets at what we know
is our toughest challenge in making
connections across sectors—it’s not the
physical linking of the systems—it’s

fostering a culture and climate necessary to make these insights actionable.
Building well-being through data
optimization is about more than connecting data systems, employing data
standards, entering into sharing agreements, and generating automated
reports through various analytics tools.
It is intrinsically about the people and
places that populate the data. It is about
giving the workforce the capacity to see
beyond numbers and to ask questions
about the context and circumstances of
families and communities. It is about
generating ideas that we test and then
learn from, repeating the cycle to get at
root causes and co-create solutions.
In sum, it is about creating a culture
of inquiry—one that fully recognizes
the power in stopping long enough to
ask questions. Why this pattern? Why
this result in this community? Who are
we asking the questions about? What
is the outcome we want? What drives

value to the desired future state? What
excites the workforce?
We know that most agencies still
spend most of their energy using data
to meet compliance with regulatory
requirements, rather than leveraging it
to drive longer term solutions. Within
the practice and historical culture of
agencies, there is little time for fully
examining root causes or the necessary iterative set of strategic questions
required to test and learn. Moreover,
we have tended to focus on what we
need in the way of modern technology
and platforms without fully appreciating the role of the workforce and the
families themselves in designing those
modern interfaces. Finally, even when
an agency has the benefit of the latest
technology, such as machine learning
through predictive analytics, we tend
to underestimate how intimidating
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government; nonprofits; universities;
and private-sector entities). This year’s
winner is Ross Hunter, Secretary
of the Washington Department of
Children, Youth, and Families. For
a decade and a half, Secretary Hunter
has been a leading factor in many
successful initiatives in Washington
State. He is unique in his ability to
pair a data-driven and technology
facilitated approach to projects with
an unwavering commitment to community and client-centered solutions.
Over the years, he has led by learning
from the very people he is committed
to serving while utilizing cutting-edge
science and data to adapt his approach
to solving Washington State’s most
pressing problems.
The ISM Chair Lifetime
Distinguished Service awards were
also presented at the conference. David
C. Jennings, John W. Petraborg, and
Teresa (Terry) Shuchart were the

The ISM conference attendees at the awards luncheon.

recipients for their contributions to the
transformation of health and human

services and advancing the mission of
both ISM and APHSA.
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those tools can be to the workforce
and to families, if not first well understood for what they mean for practice
on the ground.
So, what does it take to make the shift?
As exemplified at our recent Data
Symposium (held in conjunction
with Chapin Hall at the University of
Chicago and Optum), there is no “one
size fits all” approach to generating
a culture of inquiry. Agencies at the
forefront of this work understand the
need for an intentional, multifaceted
approach that benefits from, among
other things:
n Executive sponsorship (e.g., a
Governor’s Executive Order to
multiple state agencies around the
expectations of sharing data)
n First understanding an agency’s
institutional culture (often with
deep historical roots) and investing
in experts who understand implementation science and can support
change management
n Employing a data analytics framework that provides common
language for governance and understanding across sectors

n Building into that framework a
deliberate focus on checking for unintended bias and structural inequities
n Sharing demonstrable stories of
value from “use cases” that not only
tell the return on investment for
policymakers but also help the workforce see itself in it
n Telling those stories of value
by always starting with why it
matters—and then using data to
illustrate how it works rather than
the other way around
n Connecting data users with the staff
responsible for developing and producing data reports
n Identifying data translators within
the workforce—and grooming them
as champions for how to understand,
relate to, and use the data
n Finding micro-opportunities to
build analytics capabilities around a
specific problem and demonstrating
value by the applying them to solve
the presenting issue
n Bringing information to life at
population levels, unit levels, and
individual levels through visual tools
and data dashboards

n Aligning partners from multiple
vantage points and disciplines,
including universities, communitybased organizations who are closet
to the ground, and the families
themselves.
For more about how pioneering
agencies are advancing the use of data
analytics to generate understanding in
the field, I encourage you to read Rick
Friedman and Anita Light’s article on
our July Data Symposium (see page 6).
As you will see in our feature
articles, democratizing data across
H/HS is enabling agencies to move
beyond chasing the data to analyzing
and using it. With an intentional focus
on fostering a climate of learning and
by providing common frameworks that
allow staff at all levels and in multiple
agencies to make the data actionable,
we believe that achieving better population health and well-being is within
our reach.
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