
SOLUTIONS LAB

SYSTEMS THINKING

Image adapted from 
Donella Meadows
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PARADIGMS: The mindset out of which the system—its goals, structure, rules, delays, parameters—arises

GOALS: The purpose or function of the system

SELF-ORGANIZATION: The power to add, change, or evolve system structure

RULES: Incentives, punishments, constraints

INFORMATION FLOWS: The structure of who does and does not have access to information

REINFORCING FEEDBACK LOOPS: The strength of the gain of driving loops

BALANCING FEEDBACK LOOPS: The strength of the feedback relative to the impacts they are trying to correct

DELAYS: The lengths of time relative to the rates of system changes

STOCK-AND-FLOW STRUCTURES: Physical systems and their nodes of intersection

BUFFERS: The sizes of stabilizing stocks relative to their �ows

NUMBERS: Constants and parameters such as subsidies, taxes, and standards

TRANSCENDING PARADIGMS

SYSTEM



SYSTEMS THINKING

A system includes three ingredients: elements, interconnections, and a function or purpose. Examples of systems are cities, forests, families, and 
cars - they are all around us. Systems thinking helps us to see the diverse and dynamic relationships between the challenges that we work on 
and the broader contexts within which they are situated. This can then lead to different insights and possibilities into how we might intervene 
in systems to get more desirable, durable, and high-impact outcomes.

What is it?

Systems thinking and practice is useful for getting a more in-depth view into a challenge that you are working on. When a challenge is complex 
and adaptive, when there is a diversity of opinions about what to do, and when the nature of the problem itself is unclear let alone the path to a 
solution, systems thinking might be a good approach. It will help with seeing underneath the surface of events and activities, and into patterns 
of behaviour, structures, behaviours, feedback loops, interconnected elements, and mindsets. This can then guide intervention choices, and 
help to see the full impacts of those interventions on different parts of the system.Systems approaches aim to make broad, sustained and 
resilient change that improves the health of the overall system within which you are working.

How is it used?

BOOK: Thinking in Systems, Meadows 
BOOK: Emergent Strategy, brown
BOOK: Braiding Sweetgrass, Kimmerer
COURSE: Systems Practice, Plus Acumun
VIDEO: How Wolves Change Rivers

More info:


