
Systems 
thinking for 

social change

Mary Michaud 
VisuaLeverage

www.visualeverage.com
An initiative of Health & Social 

Impact Strategies, LLC

#





O N E    R O O T   C A U S E

What social 
change do you 

work on?

1

2

?
Name 2 groups or 

organizations
What is 

working?

Why it is 
working?

+



What is a 
system?





Boundary

Components

Relationships

Perspectives

Rules serve a
purpose

Dynamic



Negative feedback loop
(moves system back to equilibrium)

Positive, or reinforcing, 
feedback loop

(“multiplier effect”)

+ +

Birth ratePopulation 
growth

- -
Speeding

Tickets

+
Speed
trap



Recidivism in criminal 
justice system

Arrest

Detention

Trauma

Unemployment

Housing instability

Poor behavioral health

Recidivism

Positive, or reinforcing, feedback loop
(“multiplier effect”)





In 2015, nearly a 
third of all Dane 
County residents 
lived in housing 
they could not 
afford.

Paulsen K. Housing Needs Assessment, Dane County and 
Municipalities. Report to Dane County Health and Human Needs 
Committee, Dane County Department of Human Services and Dane 
County Planning and Development Department. January 2015.



Hospitals
Payment 
incentives
Sick care

Home health 
agencies

Policy: ACA

Readmissions
Hospital staff
Populations

Wellness
Reimbursement

Medicare
Penalties

Iceberg
Framework



Federal agencies

Landlord behavior

Municipal agencies
Social service & 
health organizations

Rental 
Housing

Mental distress, eviction
Homelessness

State agencies

Law enforcement Developers

“Deserving” vs. “undeserving”

Rental supply & 
local labor market

Quality job

Behavioral health

Criminal justice 
involvement

Stigma, bias, racism, classism, individualism, fear

Profit motive

Deeper impact





“Health 
insurance 

coverage is 
associated 

with improved 
housing 

stability.”







1
Partner to 

learn about 
the issue from 

multiple 
perspectives.





The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. 2016. Center for 

Urban and Regional Affairs, University of Minnesota.



2
Use data to 

identify 
“leverage 
points” for 

system 
change.



Source: Changemaking.net
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The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. 2016. Center for 

Urban and Regional Affairs, University of Minnesota.



3
Match 

intervention 
to the type of 

system 
problem.







4
Question your 
assumptions. 
Make it safe 
for others to 

question 
theirs.



Ladder of 
inference



5
Go hard on 

systems. 
Go soft on 

people.











O N E    R O O T   C A U S E

What social 
change do you 

work on?

1

2

?
Name 2 groups or 

organizations
What is 

working?

Why it is 
working?

+



Resources
Changemaking.net

FSG

TheSystemsThinker.com

Unschools.co

DonellaMeadows.org



distinctions systems

relationships perspectives

Any idea or thing can be 
distinguished from other 

ideas or things it is with

Any idea or thing 
can relate to other 

things or ideas

Any idea or thing can 
relate to other things or 
ideas

Any thing or idea can be 
the point or the view of a 
perspective

Cabrera & Cabrera. Systems thinking made simple: New hope for solving wicked problems. 2016, Odyssean Press.

simple rules



distinctions
thing/idea  |  not thing/idea

Employed

Not 
employed

Cabrera & Cabrera. Systems thinking made simple



distinctions
thing/idea  |  not thing/idea



systems
part   |   whole

employer

Seasonal 
employer

Labor 
market

unemployed



relationships
action  |  reaction

employer

Seasonal 
employer

unemployed



perspectives
point  |  view



perspectives
point  |  view

Employers

Policy 
makers

Insurance 
providers 

(payors)

Health care 
providers

Employed 
people

People who are 
unemployed

underemployed

Seasonally 
unemployed

chronically 
unemployed



perspectives
point  |  view

Employers

Policy 
makers

Insurance 
providers 

(payors)

Health care 
providers

Employed 
people

People who are 
unemployed

underemployed

Seasonally 
unemployed

chronically 
unemployed



Ask different questions

Notice catchphrases: “We just 
need more ____________ ”

Notice typical “archetypes,” 
like balancing or reinforcing 
loops

Help surface, expose mental 
models

Identify leverage points


