
Systems
Mediation

www.dataplanes.org

Lisa Hehnke 02/2026

https://dataplanes.org/


Over the past decade, the question “How might we co-create systemic change?” has guided my work. More
recently, I realized that existing labels, concepts, and disciplines do not fully capture what I have been doing,
especially in the last few years. This document represents my first attempt to articulate both the approach I
have developed and the underlying thinking behind my systemic work.

Central to this exploration is the question of whether responsibility for change lies with individuals or systems.
As with most dualities, I believe the answer is not either/or. While human behavior is influenced by systems,
individuals still have the capacity to choose their actions. And even if responsibility for change were fully
embedded in systems, it is ultimately people who must transform them. For this reason, I believe sustainable
change requires transformation at the human level.

On a meta level, my work bridges psychology, systems thinking, and related fields to help individuals better
understand themselves, their context, and the root causes of the challenges they face. This approach is
grounded in my deep conviction that many of the systems we have built are misaligned with what truly
matters to most of us and with what will bring us peace when we look back on our lives in the end.
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The concepts presented in this document have emerged from my transdisciplinary background and from
synthesizing experiences across diverse contexts. They are strongly informed by pattern recognition and an
integrative worldview shaped by my studies in history (which attuned me to historical patterns), politics and
public administration (which refined my understanding of institutional patterns), my work as a systemic coach,
mediator, and death companion (which deepened my awareness of psychological patterns), and my
experience in systems thinking and network analysis (which further honed my ability to perceive relational
patterns).

At the heart of this work lies the critical tension between human psychology and system design in complex
systems. I introduce Systems Mediation as a practice to navigate this tension by intentionally mediating the
interactions between human behavior and system structures, with the goal of fostering collective awareness
and, ultimately, aligning system design with what truly matters.
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Both the concept of Systems Mediation and this document are early-stage works in progress. They are not
intended as a fully refined framework or rigorous scientific theory, but as a constellation of interconnected
ideas and insights that inform my systemic practice.

Lastly, an honest (and sadly necessary) note on credit: over the past decade, significant parts of my work have
been used without acknowledgment. If you find value in my ideas and wish to apply or build upon them, which I
wholeheartedly support, I kindly ask that you give proper credit. This applies both to my work and to the
contributions of others. I greatly appreciate it.
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Foundational Premises
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Across history and societies, a recurring pattern can be observed:
Equilibrium → imbalance → new equilibrium

This pattern mirrors the behavior of complex adaptive systems over time:
Emergence → growth → stress → collapse/renewal

Viewed through this lens, societies can be understood as collective adaptive
systems moving through a cycle of:

Balance / Stability: Institutions and norms provide coherence and stability
Drift / Erosion: Economic, cultural, or political pressures accumulate, and
established norms and structures begin to weaken
Crisis / Upheaval: Accumulated tensions disrupt the existing order and the
old equilibrium can no longer be maintained
Rebalancing / Renewal: New norms, institutions, and power structures
emerge and consolidate into a renewed equilibrium

Premise: Recurring Patterns
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These cycles recur because their underlying drivers, human psychology and fundamental system dynamics,
remain relatively constant over time, even as conditions (e.g., institutions, technologies, or ideologies) change.

Societal crises rarely result from “bad actors” or “broken systems” alone. Instead, they emerge when human
psychology and system design drift out of alignment.

This occurs because of a continuous feedback loop: humans respond to the incentives and constraints
embedded in systems, while systems evolve from aggregated behaviors, decisions, and norms. When this
reciprocal relationship reinforces constructive behaviors, societies stabilize and function effectively; when it
becomes distorted, systemic dysfunction intensifies.

HUMANS
COMPLEX
SYSTEMS

Premise: Human–System Interdependence
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Conceptual Framework
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There are three critical tensions between humans and complex systems that operate across interconnected
layers, illustrating how human needs, psychology, and system design interact and reinforce one another:

Human-System Feedback Loop(s)
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The macro tension that drives societal
stability or instability. Reflects how

populations interact with institutions,
norms, and collective structures.

Adaptive mechanisms that process
pressures from the macro layer. Learning,
decision-making, and feedback systems
either reinforce stability or amplify drift.

The foundational motivators that shape
both human behavior and system

dynamics. When unmet, they generate
tension; when satisfied, they stabilize the

system.

Human Psychology ↔
System Design

Human Needs ↔
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ADAPTIVE ARCHITECTURE
Memory, habits, attention, learning

strategies, emotional regulation,
decision-making patterns, cognitive

biases, motivation, goal-setting, ...

Food, water, safety, shelter, social
connection, autonomy, purpose,

emotional well-being, achievement,
growth/learning, ...

Feedback loops, governance rules,
incentive structures, metrics,

information flows, power distributions,
cultural norms, ...

MOTIVATING FORCES
Standardization, stability, risk

reduction, scalability, compliance,
measurability, efficiency, profitability,

economic constraints, ...
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Many complex systems maintain equilibrium by balancing opposing forces. Within this nested framework,
stability depends on alignment across the interconnected layers.

Stability begins at the foundational layer. When system drivers align with human needs, systems can achieve
organizational or societal objectives while simultaneously satisfying core needs such as safety, dignity, fairness,
autonomy, and meaning. In this state, drivers and needs reinforce rather than undermine one another.

This foundational alignment shapes the interaction between human psychology and system design. Human
cognition, motivation, and decision-making adapt to the incentives and constraints embedded in governance
structures, metrics, information flows, and feedback loops. When alignment is present:

Incentives reflect genuinely desired behaviors
Metrics measure what truly matters
Feedback loops are visible, timely, and adjustable
Governance structures preserve human agency within constraints

Human-System Alignment in Complex Systems
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Under these conditions, human psychology and system design reinforce each other. Individual behavior tends
to produce outcomes consistent with system goals, and the macro-level human-system tension remains
constructive. Equilibrium is sustained: human needs are sufficiently met, system drivers function coherently,
adaptive mechanisms operate effectively, and the system fosters stability, cooperation, and trust.

Human-System Alignment in Complex Systems
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Misalignment occurs when system drivers optimize for internal objectives
while neglecting core human needs. When the system design diverges from
psychological realities, stress cascades across layers. Examples include:

Efficiency without dignity → burnout
Profit without fairness → inequality
Compliance without autonomy → resistance
Scale without meaning → disengagement

In this state, the middle layer no longer effectively mediates between human
needs and the larger system. Psychology adapts defensively or reactively,
and tensions build in the macro-level human–system relationship.

Over time, this misalignment generates recurring dysfunctions (e.g.,
polarization, burnout, inequality, distrust, or institutional decay), pushing the
system toward imbalance or crisis.

Human-System Misalignment
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Adopting this framework, the cyclical patterns of societies can be understood as shifts in alignment across the
three interconnected layers:

Balance / Stability: Human needs are broadly met, and the system design aligns with psychology. The
tension between humans and the system is constructive, institutions function effectively, trust is high, and
norms sustain stability.
Drift / Erosion: Over time, pressures such as inequality, scarcity, or cultural change erode alignment. The
system design fails to reflect psychological realities, incentives distort behavior, feedback loops weaken,
and needs are increasingly unmet. Societal stress rises.
Crisis / Upheaval: Misalignment peaks, and equilibrium breaks down. Fundamental needs go unmet,
psychological responses become reactive or extreme, and institutions falter. Conflict intensifies.
Rebalancing / Renewal: Following crisis, human psychology and system design recalibrate. Incentives,
governance, and norms adjust to better satisfy human needs, restoring stability and setting the stage for a
new equilibrium.

Cycles of (Mis)Alignment in Societies
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Systems Mediation
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Systems Mediation is the practice of intervening in the human-system feedback loop(s) to transform the
interaction (patterns) between human psychology and system design.

This approach is grounded in the understanding that systemic problems often emerge from maladaptive
dynamics between human needs and system drivers. When system drivers diverge too far from core human
needs, misalignment spreads upward across layers. Psychological responses become defensive, incentives
begin to distort behavior, and strain accumulates in the broader human-system relationship. What appears as
systemic breakdown is often the visible consequence of prolonged misalignment.

The goal of Systems Mediation is to restore alignment across these interconnected layers. It aims to recalibrate
system design so that it both supports human psychology and aligns system drivers with fundamental human
needs, ensuring that the system works with people rather than against them.

Systems Mediation: Restoring Alignment
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Systems mediation rests on several key assumptions:
Humans are adaptive: People respond to incentives, constraints, and social contexts
Systems are not neutral: They encode values, priorities, and power structures
Conflict is diagnostic: Dysfunction signals misalignment between humans and systems
Alignment is more sustainable than enforcement: Cooperation, adaptation, and systemic health flourish
when the system design meets human needs

Rather than treating humans and systems as separate entities, Systems Mediation views them as interdependent
forces that continuously shape one another. Human behavior adapts to system incentives and constraints, while
the system design evolves in response to aggregated human decisions, norms, and power dynamics.

Interlude: Key Assumptions of Systems Mediation
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Viewed through a (classical) mediation lens, a complex system consists of two interdependent “parties”: humans,
with their cognitive biases, emotions, habits, fears, and motivations; and systems, composed of structures,
processes, incentives, metrics, and cultural norms. Conflict emerges when the two parties fall out of alignment,
and the goal of Systems Mediation is to transform this interaction.

To understand where misalignment occurs, Systems Mediation asks:
What behaviors does the system currently incentivize?
Which feedback loops reinforce these behaviors?
Which human needs are under-served or neglected?
What dysfunctions or failures are structurally predictable?
What narratives or beliefs shape perception and behavior?

By examining these factors, Systems Mediation identifies where human psychology and system design are
misaligned and guides interventions to resolve underlying tensions and restore alignment.

Mediating Human-System (Re)Alignment
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Similar to classical mediation, Systems Mediation transforms the relationship between humans and systems by
cultivating shared understanding and restoring alignment.

It achieves this by:
Addressing root interaction patterns rather than surface-level symptoms, revealing the underlying dynamics
between humans and systems
Surfacing implicit assumptions and hidden rules, making visible the mental models that shape decisions and
system design
Mapping interactions and feedback loops across multiple layers, showing how human behavior and system
structures influence each other
Shifting focus from blame to shared goals, redirecting energy from conflict toward collaboration
Facilitating joint sense-making and dialogue, helping participants understand patterns and outcomes collectively

Through this approach, the system develops reflexivity: it becomes aware of its own patterns, and participants
recognize how their behaviors reinforce them. Misalignments are identified before crises escalate, allowing for
intentional, measured interventions instead of reactive or destructive responses.

Transforming Human–System Relationships
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Systems Mediation is effective because it:
Aligns human and system interests → fosters cooperation by bridging previously misaligned goals that created
friction
Prevents destructive responses → reduces the need to prematurely dismantle or override systems
Supports sustainable, long-term change → encourages thinking beyond immediate, short-term fixes and focusing
on long-term outcomes and interdependencies
Accelerates feedback between human actions and system responses → enables timely adjustments and more
informed decision-making
Enhances adaptability and resilience → allows both the system and its participants to respond flexibly to changing
conditions
Promotes learning and innovation → strengthens the system’s capacity to discover creative solutions and
continuously refine its design
Encourages equitable and inclusive outcomes → ensures diverse needs and perspectives are integrated as the
system evolves

Transforming Human–System Relationships
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Achieve constructive
(re)alignment between human

needs and system design

GOAL

 Increases system self-awareness;
shortens feedback loops

Understand how human
psychology and system design

interact

INTERVENTION
Clarifies the structures, incentives, and narratives

shaping behavior;
reveals how psychological responses are shaped

by external systems;
makes underlying patterns and dynamics visible
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INTERVENTION

Adjustment becomes possible before breakdown;
incremental, adaptive change instead of disruptive

resets

OUTCOMES

GOAL

Reduced feelings of helplessness and shame;
increased agency and autonomy;

expanded choices
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Systems Mediation: Outcomes
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Reframing the problem moves the focus from individual blame (“bad actors”) or system failure (“broken system”) to
the quality of interaction between humans and systems. In complex systems, this shift turns narratives of failure
into insights about recurring patterns of misalignment.

Instead of treating breakdowns as isolated events, Systems Mediation views them as symptoms of human-system
misalignment. This perspective allows mediators to ask critical questions:

Which human needs are under-served or neglected?
Which psychological needs are being violated or ignored by the system?
Which system incentives are amplifying distortions?

Through this process, increased awareness allows the system to adapt deliberately, prevent crises, and implement
changes without catastrophic consequences.

Applied Systems Mediation
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Systemic Problem:
Citizens may perceive climate policies (e.g., taxes, regulations, restrictions) as limiting their freedom or disregarding
their economic realities. This perception often leads to frustration, polarization, and adversarial attitudes toward
institutions.

Systems Mediation: 
Shifts the perspective from “The system is against me” to “The system operates under ecological constraints
and long-term sustainability goals; how can my needs be met within these constraints?”
Identifies opportunities to better align policy design with human needs, for example through fair burden-sharing,
transparent communication about trade-offs, or participatory decision-making

Outcomes:
Reduces feelings of blame and helplessness
Encourages constructive engagement
Transforms adversarial perceptions of institutions into collaboration for adaptive, sustainable solutions

Applied Systems Mediation: Climate Policy
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Coming Full Circle
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As noted earlier, systems move through recurring cycles:
Equilibrium → imbalance → new equilibrium

When systems become too unbalanced (e.g., in wealth, power, or ideology), corrective dynamics emerge. For
instance, a society leaning toward extreme individualism may trigger counter-forces toward collectivism, while a
society leaning toward authoritarianism may experience pressures toward democratization. This push-and-pull
dynamic keeps complex systems in motion, producing ongoing oscillations.

Systems Mediation acts as a conscious intervention within these cycles. By introducing collective self-awareness
as a key variable, it helps actors and the system recognize misalignments early and adapt intentionally. This leads
to reduced oscillations, lower risk of crisis, and smoother transitions between stability and change.

Mediating Historical Patterns
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Unmediated Misalignment
If misalignment between human needs, psychology, and system design goes unrecognized, consequences
cascade across all layers:

Polarization deepens as humans adapt defensively and react against perceived system pressures
Tensions accumulate, both within groups and across institutions, as feedback loops amplify distortions
Crisis becomes inevitable as the system can no longer sustain constructive human–system interactions
The reset is often catastrophic, requiring abrupt and destructive recalibration of social, organizational, or
institutional structures

Early Awareness
When misalignment is recognized early, interventions can occur before escalation:

Incentives, governance structures, and feedback mechanisms can be adjusted to realign human needs with
system drivers
Resets become adaptive not destructive, allowing the system to evolve without breakdown

The earlier misalignments are identified and addressed, the less disruptive the eventual correction will be.

Unmediated vs. Mediated Cycles
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The human–system feedback loop operates across multiple levels, with patterns that repeat at different scales,
forming a fractal structure. While the specific actors, institutions, or societal contexts may differ, the core
dynamics of alignment, misalignment, and feedback remain consistent across levels.

At each level, Systems Mediation fosters awareness, helping actors recognize patterns, anticipate
misalignments, and intervene deliberately:

Individual → Psychological awareness of one’s behaviors, motivations, and adaptive responses
Group → Relational awareness of interactions, communication patterns, and feedback among members
Institutional → Structural awareness of policies, processes, incentives, and systemic rules
Societal → Historical awareness of long-term patterns, cycles, and collective consequences

Fractal Pattern(s) Across Levels
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INTERVENTION
LEVELS

Reframing conflict as structural tension

Surfacing hidden incentives and implicit norms

Aligning underlying interests across actors

Recognizing how systems shape behavior

Reducing shame through pattern awareness

Decoupling identity from structural role

Recognizing recurring macro-patterns

Understanding crises as phase transitions rather

than isolated events

Mapping incentive architectures and constraints

Identifying distortions in feedback loops

(Re)aligning structures with human needs

GROUP (RELATIONAL)INDIVIDUAL (PSYCHOLOGICAL)

SOCIETAL (HISTORICAL)INSTITUTIONAL (STRUCTURAL)



Looping in the Rabbit Hole
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Disclaimer:

The following idea (systems mediation as de-conditioning / narrative
integration) emerges from a closely related rabbit hole I am still actively

exploring. I include it here because I believe in the value of alignment through
integration, even while this work remains provisional.
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When an institution’s official story diverges from the emotional and moral reality people experience (official
narrative ≠ lived experience), alignment erodes and systemic dysfunction accelerates.

Alignment requires integration across multiple dimensions:
Moral coherence: Stated values must reflect the collective’s actual moral and emotional reality
Institutional design: Structures, roles, and processes must embody those values in practice
Incentive architecture: Rewards and consequences must reinforce, not contradict, the institution’s moral
claims

When narrative and structure diverge, friction intensifies. Here, Systems Mediation works to (re)align
institutional design with the collective’s moral and emotional reality, restoring coherence between what the
institution says and what people actually experience.

Narrative–Reality (Mis)Alignment

Lisa Hehnke 02/2026



Like historical cycles, many systems operate through unconscious conditioning:
Conditioning → perception → reaction → pattern reinforcement

Systems Mediation introduces self-awareness into this loop, making the dynamics visible and actionable. It
enables:

Individuals to recognize the system and patterns they operate within
Institutions to identify distortions in incentives, processes, and narratives
Societies to perceive historical phases and recurring systemic dynamics
Narratives to be examined, questioned, and re-authored to better reflect reality and values

Self-Awareness as a Meta-Layer
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PATTERN RECOGNITION NARRATIVE SURFACING

STRUCTURAL MAPPING RE-AUTHORING

What phase are we in: growth, consolidation,
decay, or transition?
Which recurring dynamics are shaping
behavior and outcomes?

What story are we unconsciously enacting?
Which beliefs define what is “normal,” “fair,”

or “possible”?
What moral assumptions are embedded in

our language?

What new story fits the current reality?
Which moral frame restores coherence

between story and action?
What structural adjustments align systems

with that narrative?

Which incentives and constraints are
actually operating?
What behaviors are rewarded or punished?
Where do stated values diverge from
structural reality?



Systems Mediation also clarifies the distinction between individuals and the systems they are embedded in:
Identity vs. system design (“You are not defined by the architecture you operate within.”)
Self-worth vs. structural role (“Your value is not determined by your position in the hierarchy.”)
Belief vs. historical phase (“What feels like truth may be phase-specific conditioning.”)

By making human conditioning visible (structure ≠ identity) and expanding individual agency, Systems
Mediation enables adaptation without catastrophic breakdown.

Alignment emerges when:
Narrative aligns with lived experience
Incentives consistently reinforce moral claims
Identity is decoupled from structural rigidity
Historical phase is acknowledged and understood

When these conditions are met, systems can adapt intentionally and resiliently, avoiding rupture while
maintaining coherence between collective beliefs, human experience, and system design.

Systems Mediation as De-Conditioning
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Practical Insights
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Leverage historical patterns: Recognize recurring cycles (equilibrium → imbalance → new equilibrium) and
introduce self-awareness as a key variable to enable intentional, adaptive resets
Build reflexivity: Foster awareness across multiple layers, e.g. individual (psychological), group (relational),
institutional (structural), and societal (historical), so actors and systems can see their role in cycles of
imbalance and adaptation
Reveal incentive structures: Make feedback loops, incentives, narratives, and institutional processes
visible, allowing individuals and systems to understand the patterns they reinforce
Spot misalignment early: Monitor where human needs diverge from system drivers to prevent escalation
into polarization, crisis, or catastrophic resets
Reframe failure as feedback: Treat dysfunction not as an individual failing or isolated breakdown, but as an
indicator of human-system misalignment
Align narrative and identity: Reframe blame into shared goals, decouple identity and self-worth from
structural roles, and ensure institutional narratives reflect the lived realities of the collective

Learning(s) from Systems Mediation
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Restore alignment: Adjust system design, incentives, and narratives to meet human needs (e.g., autonomy,
fairness, belonging, meaning) while preserving essential system drivers (e.g., efficiency, scalability,
compliance)
Design for coherence: Redesign incentives, feedback loops, and system structures so that human behavior
naturally produces desired outcomes, making cooperation, adaptation, and alignment the path of least
resistance
Shorten feedback loops: Intervene early so adaptive adjustments occur before misalignment escalates
into destructive crises

Learning(s) from Systems Mediation
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From a Systems Mediation perspective, co-creating systemic change is
a form of conscious, ongoing mediation between people and systems.


