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Systemic Design 
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February 28, 2017



How we will be Together Today

2

Doodle graphic by Ayse Birsel



Systems Thinking is 

a way of looking at the world

A shift from looking at things to looking between them

 From multiple perspectives
 Across multiple scales
 Dynamically over time



Systems Mapping Exercise

Time: 30 minutes

Groups: 5-6 people

Instructions:

• Choose a system mapping 
method to create your map.

• Use your creativity and 
knowledge to create a 
systems map.



What is Systems Thinking?
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“A system is an interconnected set of elements 

that is coherently organized in a way 

that achieves something (function or purpose.)”

– Donella Meadows



???
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Leverage Points
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Elements

Relationships

Purpose
Mental Models

Boundaries



1. Look for Interconnections

Systems thinking is a shift in perspective from 
looking at things to looking between them



2. Embrace Complexity

Systems thinking provides tools for mapping the 
mess to make sense of the complexity



3. Engage Multiple Worldviews

Systems thinking engages with multiple 
perspectives and worldviews to look at the same 
situation in different ways



4. Take an Adaptive Approach

Systems thinking may not get the perfect answer 
the first time but is oriented towards learning and 
adapting to iteratively improve the situation



Design Thinking

A people-centered, iterative approach to 
innovation that involves designing alongside 

people affected by a complex challenge

Observing real people in context, engaging 
extreme users, beginning with what is 

desirable, thinking with your hands, testing 
ideas early and often through prototyping
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Desirable

FeasibleViable
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Design Thinking Exercise

3/14/2018 19



Step 1: Individual Generative Brainstorm

“What ways can I bring what I have learned 

today back to my team?”
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Instructions

1. Individual Brainstorm: 2x5 Minutes
2. Partner Up and Share: 10 Minutes

Criteria:
1. Encourage Wild Ideas
2. Defer Judgment 
3. Go for Quantity



Step 2: Creating Your Prototype
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Time: 25 Minutes
Instructions:
1. Finalize your 

concept;
2. Select a 

prototyping 
method;

3. Create your 
prototype! 



Storyboard

• Create a visual story, much like a comic strip, that 
tests how an idea would impact people on your 
team over time.

Steps
1. Before you begin discuss as a group:

o Who are the main characters in the story?
o What specific challenge is being solved?
o What steps do they go through?

2. Draw four storyboard frames on a piece of flip 
chart paper. Write a few words below each frame 
to describe what should happen in the scene.

3. In each frame illustrate:
o First Frame: Introduce the characters and issue;
o Second Frame: Create a scene that shows the 

problem or issue in action;
o Third Frame: Create a scene that depicts your idea 

being used or implemented in action;
o Fourth Frame: Create a scene that shows what 

happens after the idea is used…what is the resulting 
impact?

4.     At the bottom of your storyboard indicate what you 
hope to learn if your idea fails; as well as what 
catastrophic success would look like.
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Create a Skit!

• Use characters, scenes, and conversations to 
tell a meaningful tale about your idea to an 
audience.

Steps
1. As a team take 5 minutes to think about:

o Conflict: What problem/issue you are seeking 
to address;

o Concept: What is your idea and how will it 
help the problem situation?

o Character: Who are the people helped by 
your idea?  How are they helped?

o Conclusion: What does the work environment 
look like once your idea has been 
implemented?  How is this different from the 
previous environment?

2. In 15 minutes create a 3-5 minute skit that 
depicts the above information.

3. Take 5 minutes to rehearse your skit and give it 
a title.
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Physical Prototyping
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• To challenge designers to build and 
think of their ideas as physical 
representations early on in the design 
process

Steps
1. Explore the physical prototyping 

materials at the back of the room.

2. Grab materials and begin building: 
think through doing.

3. Your model does not have to be a 
physical product: it can be a metaphor 
for what you hope to achieve; it can 
depict a process you want to employ 
and how it may play out, etc.

4. Once complete develop the story of 
your prototype: what is it and what is 
it seeking to achieve?



So what is Systemic Design???
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Systemic 
Design 
evolved from 
the unique 
historical 
trajectories of 
systems 
thinking and 
design 
thinking.
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Systems 
Thinkers

Designers

High level of 
abstraction

Light on 
Action

Seeing 
InterconnectionsZoom 

Out 

Identifying 
Leverage 

Points

Action Bias

Learn by Doing

Zoom In

Needs 
Integrative 

Thinking 
(No Binaries)

Inherently
Co-

Creative

Requires 
Great 

Facilitation!

Prototyping

Systemic 
Design

Constantly 
Zooming In & 

Out

Systemic Design



Systemic Design

Systemic design integrates the ideas of systems thinking and design 
thinking

• Systemics implies a multi-scale, multi-perspective, multi-dimensional, 

dynamical, and adaptive approach to making sense of and acting to 

improve situations

• Designing implies a human-centered, collaborative, visual, synthetic, 

and generative approach to making new-to-the-world artifacts intended 
to create value
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Field of Possibilities, Birger Sevaldson. Reproduced with permission.



The Value of Systemic Design
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Appreciate 
more of the 

complexity and 
diversity of a 

messy situation

Provide more 
innovative and 
robust options 

to decision 
makers

Bridge the 
policy / 

implementation 
gap
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Complex
Mess

Raising a litter of 
bunnies is hard! Each 

bunny is different 
and they don’t come 

with instructions

Complicated
Problem

It’s tricky to send a 
rabbit to the 

moon, but there is 
shared wisdom 

and rules to follow

Simple 
Puzzle

A Rubik’s Cube is 
tough, but there is 
a single, agreed-

upon solution
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Traditional linear approaches to 
problem solving break down 
under extreme complexity. 

Systemic design may be more 
appropriate when:

Stakeholders hold diverse 
and conflicting values

The challenge is unique

Goals are ambiguous

Issues cut across silos

There are no ‘solutions’, 
only better or worse
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FIXED 
MINDSET

Mine isn’t 
good

I’m 
awesome at 

this

I’m not 
good at art

I hate 
making 

mistakes

This is too 
hard

This is as 
good as my 

work will 
ever get

GROWTH 
MINDSET

What am I 
missing?

I’m on the 
right track!

I’m going to 
practice art!

Mistakes 
help me 

learn

This is going 
to take 

some time

What can I 
do to make 

it even 
better?

http://umcf.umn.edu/events/past/04nov-manifesto.pdf
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Resources

 Physical Library
 colab.alberta.ca
 Field Guides
 Method Hexes 
 CoLab Team
 RSD

Communities
of Practice

 Systemic 
Design

 Foresight
 SDX

Training

 Systemic Design 
Intensive

 Strategic Foresight 
Intensive

 Taster Sessions

H
o

w
 t

o
 L

e
ar

n
 M

o
re

Project Work

 Coaching
 Engage our Networks

http://colab.alberta.ca/index.asp
http://colab.alberta.ca/4.asp
http://colab.alberta.ca/3.asp

