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What is a Systems
Perspective?



By fixating on the parts
of a system, we miss 
understanding the whole



“unintended
consequences”

Lacking a Systems Perspective… 
the solution to one problem can easily lead to a new and
bigger problem later on or somewhere else in the system





"One man cannot do right 
in one department of life 
whilst he is occupied in 
doing wrong in any other 
department. Life is one 
indivisible whole"
‐Gandhi



Finding the Simple Answer within Complexity and the strength of 
Systems Thinking and Systems based Visualization Tools 

8
Eric Berlow: Simplifying Complexity
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UB2iYzKeej8
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Patterns of Behavior
What’s been happening?

What are the trends?
What changes have 

occurred?

Structures
What has influenced the patterns?

(rules, lesson plans, curriculum)
What are the relationships among the 

parts?

Mental Models
What values, beliefs, and assumptions do you have about teaching? 
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Systems Thinking helps us to . . . 

. . . move the focus away from events and patterns of 
behavior (which are symptoms of problems) and toward 
systemic structure and the underlying mental models

Source: Senge, Peter, The Fifth Discipline, 1996.



Systems Thinking helps us to . . . 
. . . To find the most important places for intervention to 
change the long‐term behaviour of a system. 

Source: Senge, Peter, The Fifth Discipline, 1996.

How is ‘quality of life” 
perceived? Materialism or 
wellness?
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Are there transportation 
alternatives that can 
compete with car ownership 
in terms of perceived QoL?



A systems approach is to . . . 

1. Identify a system - After all, not all things are systems. 
Some systems are simple and predictable, while others  
are complex and dynamic. Most human social systems 
are the latter.

2. Explain the behavior or properties of the whole 
system - This focus on the whole is the process of 
synthesis.  Analysis looks into things while synthesis 
looks out of things.

3. Explain the behavior or properties of the question to 
be explained in terms of the role(s) or function(s) of the 
whole.



Example: Promoting Sustainable livelihoods in Vietnam… 
Where to act without creating future problems?
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SYSTEMS are non‐linear and dynamic

Source: Professor Ockie Bosch and Dr Nam Nguyen





The Tools of  
Systems Thinking



System Thinking

• System mindsets are needed for dealing with 
complex problem solving

• 4 fundamental concepts:
INTERCONNECTEDNESS
SYNTHESIS
FEEDBACK LOOPS
CASUALITY
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CAUSALITY

To understand the feedback  
loops we need to gain  

perspective of causality:how  
one thing results in another  

thing in a dynamic and  
constantly evolvingsystem.

The cause and effect concept in  
system thinking is about being  

able to understand the way  
things influence each other ina  

system (on agency, feedback  
loops, connections, and  

relationships)



The tools of Systems Thinking



System mapping

Systems mapping is one of the key tools ofthe  
systems thinker.



System maps are essentially “models.” 
Indicators feed into our mental models … of all the systems in which 
we live in, thus influencing our mental models and decisions and 
strategies

Real World

Decisions & Actions
that Affect the Real World

Indicators We Use to 
Understand the World

Our Mental Models 
of the Real World

Our Strategies and 
Decision Rules

… so it is best to make these mental models explicit.

AUTOMATED 
PROCESSES

REFLECTIVE
PROCESSES



Developing Causal Loop Diagram focused on SDG 6 targets



System mapping

System Dynamics Strategic Intervention

System is stagnant  
or stalled

• Look for constraints

Vicious cycles • Identify “brakes”
• Examine intervention points to  

return process tovirtuous cycle
Reinforce virtuous feedbackcycles
Find the strongest feedback structure operating then review  
the implications and generic leveragepoints.
Examine each link and consider the consequencesof
strengthening it orweakening it



Addressing Trade-offs through SystemsThinking



LeveragePoints

Meadows (2009) stressed that often the
best results come not from large-scaleefforts
but from small well-focusedactions.
Thus, there can be “low impact” leverage
points and “high impact” leveragepoints.
High impact leverage points resolve
underlying causes of undesired systembehavior.







Achieve 
gender 

equality and 
empower all 
women and 

girls



How does gender 
interact with and 
impact the other 

Sustainable 
Development Goals, 

and vice-versa ?



Employing Gender‐Sensitive 
Language

• We should talk about gender issues. 
AND
• We should be mindful about how we 

talk about gender issues.
• But HOW do we become mindful?



1.Roles & 
Responsibilities:
“ The differential impacts (of 
environmental degradation and 
climate change) are more likely to 
make life harder for women as 
they carry the responsibility to 
ensure food security for their 
families”
“The differential impacts are 
more likely to make life harder for 
women, because of the 
expectation that they are to 
manage their family’s food 
security”



Exercise:

“Women are not well‐resourced to 
innovate. Gender disparities in the 
availability and access to extension 
services are a significant constraint 
for women: the availability of 
services does not consider women’s 
time, mobility and childcare 
constraints”



Suggested 
rephrasing:

“Women  face institutional 
constraints while accessing 
agricultural services. Gender 
disparities in the availability and 
access to extension services are a 
significant constraint for women. 
The availability of services does 
not consider women’s time, 
mobility and childcare 
constraints”



Portrayal of Women

Avoid universal portrayals of women as:
•Weak
•Soft
•Illiterate
•Uneducated…………………………..
Instead of:

“ Women face literacy issues ”
[or]

“ Women are known to be illiterate”
Say:

“ Women in XYZ region have 
been reported to have XX per cent 
literacy rates” (Insert citation) 











SDG 5 Interlinkages –
System Map


