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There are systems thinkers who can benefit from understanding how to manage change, and 

change agents who can benefit from understanding the core principles and tools of systems 

thinking. This thought piece is intended to serve both groups. 

 

Donella Meadows defines a system as an interconnected set of elements that is coherently 

organized in a way that achieves something. The vagueness of that last word signals a lot: while 

systems may be perfectly designed to achieve something, they are not necessarily designed to 

achieve what people most want them to. I believe then that systems thinking is the ability to 

understand these interconnections in such a way as to achieve a desired purpose.  

 

Systems thinking helps leaders meet four challenges of change in ways that other change 

methods do not: 

 

1. It helps meet the challenge of motivation by showing people how they unwittingly 

contribute to the very problem they are trying to solve and thus stimulating them to 

question their own intentions, thinking, and behavior. 

2. It helps meet the challenge of collaboration by showing people how their actions not 

only impact others in the system but also impact themselves in unintended and often 

undesirable ways. Everyone is in the same boat, and therefore everyone needs to be 

responsible for redesigning the boat to be more functional. 

3. It helps meet the challenge of focus by guiding people to target leverage points instead of 

leading them to assume that change occurs by doing as much as you can as fast as 

possible.  

4. Finally, it helps meet the need for learning by directing people to continuously question 

their responsibility, however unintentional, for current reality. 

 

The change process I developed with my long-time collaborator Michael Goodman builds on the 

creative tension model introduced by our colleague Peter Senge in The Fifth Discipline. It guides 

leaders and other stakeholders through a four-stage change process, each with its own tasks as 

shown in Figure 1 below: 

 



 
Some recommended guidelines in using this process include: 

• Emphasize that developing a shared understanding of the current system and why it exists 

is the first step towards changing it. 

• Align stakeholders around a focusing question beginning with “Why?” such as “Why 

have we been unable to solve this problem despite our best efforts?”  

• Develop a diagram that maps an answer to this question, not “the system” overall. 

• Ensure that your systems analysis shows people how they contribute to the problem, tells 

recognizable human stories using everyday language, includes mental models driving 

specific cause-effect links, and integrates compassion for people’s experience of the 

problem with confrontation of their role in creating it.  

• Strengthen people’s commitment to change by challenging them to choose between the 

case for change (which tends to be more obvious) and the case for the status quo (which 

is less obvious but represents a key obstacle to change) 

• Ask additional questions that raise systems awareness such as: 

o If we know the solution, why haven’t we implemented it? 

o How might we be partly responsible, albeit unwittingly, for the problem? 

o What might be the unintended consequences of our proposed solutions? 

o What might we have to give up for the whole to succeed? 

• Finally, recognize that leading systems change requires more than just new cognitive 

capacities. It also requires emotional intelligence; the ability to engage people in 

uncovering the circles they are going in; and the development of character traits such as 

humility, curiosity, courage, and patience.  



i These ideas are further explained in David Peter Stroh, Systems Thinking for Social Change: A Practical Guide for 
Solving Complex Problems, Avoiding Unintended Consequences, and Achieving Lasting Results (Chelsea Green, 
2015). 

 


