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“If I was given an hour to 
solve a difficult problem, 
and my life depended on 
it,…

I would spend the first 
fifty-five minutes of the 
hour thinking about the 
problem and the last five 
minutes trying to solve it.”

-  Albert Einstein (?)



Producing 
partners



Starting Point Query

Who is this for, 
and how might 
you use it?



Systems

Systems Practice

Problems

Complexity Check

Avoiding Solution Bias

Learning

Mapping

Foundations



Systems 

Every system has three components: 

1. elements (nodes, parts)
2. interconnections (interactions)

3. function (purpose, emergent properties)   



Systems 

Complex systems are everywhere

Systems respond to the surrounding environment

Systems are nested in other systems

The results of a complex system are frequently not intended

Systems tend to be circular and connected to many other 
systems

Organizations are complex systems

Systems thinking is not new



Complex 
systems are 
everywhere

“To see a world in a grain of sand
And a heaven in a wild flower,
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour.”

- William Blake, Augeries of Innocence



Systems 
respond to the 
surrounding 
environment

Everton Gomede, “The Law of Requisite 
Variety in Machine Learning: Navigating 
Complexity through Adaptive Systems”, 

Medium, December 7, 2023.

REQUISITE VARIETY



Systems are 
nested in other 
systems



The results of a 
system are 
frequently not 
intended



Systems tend to 
be circular, and 
connected to 
other systems





Organizations 
are complex 
systems

“[Organizations] conceptualized and managed as 
social systems, and their parts, can respond to the 
unpredictable changes inherent in turbulent 
environments and can deal effectively with increasing 
complexity. They can expand the variety of their 
behavior to match or exceed the variety of the 
behavior of their environments because of the freedom 
of choice that pervades them. They are capable not 
only of rapid and effective passive adaptation to 
change but also of active adaptation. They can 
innovate by perceiving and exploiting opportunities for 
change that are internally, not externally, stimulated.”

 – Heinz von Foerster, physicist, philosopher, 
and cyberneticist



Systems 
thinking is 
not new

ANI TO PISI

Photos: Mount Royal University
Story: Roy Bear Chief



Systems 
Practice

Think about thinking
See objectivity as a vector, not a destination

Embrace complexity
Ask beautiful questions

See relationships as paramount
Zoom in, zoom out

Recognize patterns and sense signals
Embrace ‘probably’ and ‘good enough’

Work across, outside of, and against disciplines
Unsettle yourself: Question assumptions and mental models

Be reflexive: Pay attention to feedback in your self-system
Expect ambiguity, paradox, and surprise

Synthesize, and look for wholes
Engage, don’t just study

Embed diversity
Nurture resilience and build antifragility



Synthesize, and 
look for wholes



What’s your 
problem?

From The Omidyar Group’s Systems Practice 
Workbook 







Tools
The 55 

Minutes



Where do we 
focus and how 

do we set 
boundaries? 

FRAME



Where do we 
focus and how 

do we set 
boundaries?

 

FRAME•5Rs Framework
•Problem Framing 
Canvas





What are the 
contours of 
the current 

system? 

LANDSCAPE



What are the 
contours of the 

current system? 

LANDSCAPE
•Impact Gaps 
Canvas

•Multi-level 
Perspective (MLP)

•Asset Maps



What’s 
beneath the 

surface? 

ROOTS



What’s 
beneath the 

surface? 

ROOTS
•Six Conditions
•Iceberg Model
•Five Whys



John Kania, Mark Kramer, 
and Peter Senge, The Water 
of Systems Change, FSG, 
June 2018, 
https://www.fsg.org/resource
/water_of_systems_change/. 



Adapted from Goodman, The 
Iceberg Model, and Sweeney 
and Meadows, Systems 
Thinking Playbook.









How did we 
get here? 

ORIGINS



How did we 
get here? 

ORIGINS
•Timeline Mapping 
and Change Over 
Time Graphs

•Adaptive Cycle / 
Mobius Loop





Where 
might we 
be going? 

FUTURES



Where might we 
be going? 

FUTURES•Trend Mapping
•Phase Transitions and 
S-Curve Frameworks:
•Second Curve
•Two Loops
•Three Horizons

•Premortem Analysis
•Backcasting



Adapted from the Two Loops Model from Wheatley and Frieze, “Using Emergence,” 
with interpretations by Berry, “10 Pictures,” and Corrigan, “Two Loops Model.”

Created by Amy Rintoul for The 55 Minutes.



How is the 
system 

experienced by 
those within it? 

EXPERIENCE



How is the system 
experienced by those 

within it? 

EXPERIENCE
•Journey Maps
•Ethnography





Who is involved 
and how are 

they connected? 

RELATIONSHIPS



Who is involved 
and how are they 

connected? 

RELATIONSHIPS
•Actor and Network 
Maps: 
•Matrix frameworks
•Concentric circle 
maps

•Network maps



Who and what 
holds influence? 

POWER



Who and what 
holds influence? 

POWER•Force Field Analysis
•Ladder of Participation
•Stakeholder Power 
Analysis

•Powercube



John Gaventa, “Finding the Spaces for Change: A Power 
Analysis,” Institute for Development Studies Bulletin 37, no. 6 

(2006): 23–33.

Based on Freeman, Strategic Management, and 
Murray-Webster and Simon, “Making Sense.”

Sherry R. Arnstein, “A Ladder of Citizen 
Participation,” Journal of the American 
Institute of Planners 35, no. 4 (1969): 216–24.



What causes 
what to do 

what? 

CAUSALITY



What causes what 
to do what? 

CAUSALITY
•Causes, Cascade, and 
Fishbone Diagrams

•Stock and Flow 
Diagrams

•Causal Loop Diagrams



(Stauch, forthcoming)



What ways of 
thinking keep 

the problem in 
place? 

NARRATIVE



What ways of thinking 
keep the problem in 

place? 

NARRATIVE

•Causal Layered 
Analysis

•Rich Pictures



Ilana Lipsett. “Using Causal Layered Analysis for Transformational Change.” Institute for the Future. June 30, 2020. 
https://www.iftf.org/insights/using-causal-layered-analysis-for-transformational-change/.” Based on the work of Sohail Inayattulah. “Causal Layered Analysis Defined.” The Futurist 
48, no. 1 (2014): 26.
Lucas Cranach the Elder, The Garden of Eden, (1530), Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister (Dresden) 

https://www.iftf.org/insights/using-causal-layered-analysis-for-transformational-change/


Where in the 
system might 

change be 
possible? 

LEVERAGE



Where in the system 
might change be 

possible? 

LEVERAGE
•Impact Gaps
•Leverage Points
•Theory of Change





REFRAME?





Reflection

Design

Scaling

Collaborating

Measuring

Deepening your learning 

ACT



To order or download the book… 

the55minutes.com

James Stauch
james@8thrung.ca


