
Understanding 
and leveraging 
systems



What is a ‘system’?
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Riddle me a system… You can’t touch it, but it 
definitely exists

If you chop it into little 
parts, you do not have the 

whole

!When a part changes, the 
whole changes

A system has its own logic 
and rules – it’s own identity 

and behaviours

!The whole can behave in 
ways no one ever intended

!When you try to change 
things you may get 
unexpected results



And…you are the ‘system’

Source:	Slavin,	Kevin.	"Design	as	Participation."	Journal	of	Design	and	Science,	no.	1	(2016).	
https://jods.mitpress.mit.edu/pub/design-as-participation

You’re	not	stuck	in	traffic,
you	are	traffic*

Everything you do every day, every choice you make, either 
reinforces the system or shifts it.



Systems disciplines
1. Systems thinking
2. Systems theories: complexity theory, organisational theory, complex 

adaptive systems, evolutionary theory, and more!
3. Systemic design: design-based innovation methods meet strategy and 

systems thinking



How do we intervene in a 
system?



Three steps to intervening
1. Scoping and 
framing

2. Mapping 
the system

3. Identifying strategies and 
influencing the system



1. Scoping & framing



Funnel of scope

Source:	Second	Road

Too	low,	too	small:	action	
won’t	make	a	difference

Too	high,	too	broad,	
too	abstract:	no	hope	
of	creating	a	shift

Just	right!	Tangible	enough	to	be	
able	to	act	&	make	a	difference

Often	the	‘broad	
goal’	in	the	theory	
of	change

The	frame	for	the	
theory	of	change

Perhaps	some	of	the	
individual	actions	in	a	
theory	of	change



Drawing boundaries 
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2. Mapping systems

We tend to think systems maps are complicated and hard to read…



Via	http://systems.geofunders.org/systems-resources/systems-mapping
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Types of 
systems maps

There are many types 
of systems maps

Choose the one that 
fits your need for 
mapping



Concept	maps

Source:	https://galileikids.weebly.com/science/the-solar-system-games



Perspective	
maps

Source:	
https://cheezburger.com/820476
9792/an-accurate-map-of-the-
solar-system-accurate-edition

“An	accurate	map	
of	the	solar	system”



Source:	
Richard	
Scarry

Activity	maps
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Mind	
maps

Source:	Leyla	Acaroglu,	https://medium.com/disruptive-design/tools-for-systems-thinkers-systems-mapping-2db5cf30ab3a



Rich	
pictures

A	visualization	of	the	inputs	
and	outputs	in	the	agricultural	

production	system



!"#$%&'(c<%9&//&(c<//&$

F'*015"$214
)*8

!"#$%&"'&
(#)%*&

+,-%.#%/$%

!"#$%&"'&
0%1#2/

!"#$%&"'&3/4%/4

!"#$%&"'&5%"-6%&
789:#/2&#4&;9--%/<&#/&

4=%&>?14%@



!"#$%&'!"#$%&'



F>('1)#
3$"%#)*8



!"#$%&'(Y:F$<I(3#$*&44

=88"4':.-'>#
?41*#G#F,"81
)*8



!"#$%&'(944H'OO%dIA=1I&O6HS%":4&:4O#H/"AI.OKL?]OLaOC&$$=3"I<:&1%"QSY:4#<4SP"#$:&=SQAH1H:F
Z<A(944H'OOR/"F1#d&$<A1%"QO&:O?LSQ".4S<:4&$&.4<:FS&dAQH/&.S"+S%#.4"Q&$SP"#$:&=SQAH.O

9":4.1>
)*8(



!"#$%&'(Z<%*<(E$"[I"6.*<,(944H.'OOB<%*<I$"[I"6.*<1+</&.16"$IH$&..1%"QOKL?KO?LO<:I<B<I#A/S<:B&.4<FA4<":S"+SAS/&A$:<:FS49&"$=SAR"$<F<:A/SH&IAF"F=1HI+

@".,18'
)*8(





3. Influencing systems



Throughout the process
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Leverage points
PLACES	TO	INTERVENE	IN	A	SYSTEM
(in	increasing	order	of	effectiveness)

9.	Constants,	parameters,	numbers	(subsidies,	taxes,	standards).
8.	Regulating	negative	feedback	loops.
7.	Driving	positive	feedback	loops.
6.	Material	flows	and	nodes	of	material	intersection.
5.	Information	flows.
4.	The	rules	of	the	system	(incentives,	punishments,	constraints).
3.	The	distribution	of	power	over	the	rules	of	the	system.
2.	The	goals	of	the	system.
1.	The	mindset	or	paradigm	out	of	which	the	system	— its	goals,	power	structure,	rules,	
its	culture	— arises.

Source:	Donella	Meadows,	http://donellameadows.org/archives/leverage-points-places-to-intervene-in-a-system/



Consulting	
Firm

Organisation	
1

Organisation	
2

Engaging people for systems 
change

Unlocking	influence,	access,	
resources,	permissions,	etc.

How	influence	in	a	
system	is	meant	to	

work	is	not	always	how	
it	works	in	reality

Formal	and	
informal	

approaches
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Thank you!




