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“Systems thinking”?

• Covers a multitude of 
perspectives, approaches and 
tools which are used for 
different purposes

• A system can be thought of as: 

• “A complex whole the 
functioning of which depends 
on its parts and the interaction 
between those parts” (2003, 
p3)

• Exploring purposes
• Improving goal seeking
• Ensuring fairness

• Parts (or elements)
• Interactions (or 

interconnections)
• Boundaries

A system of 
interest and its 
environment



Thinking more holistically



Some key concepts

Emergence

Self-
organisation

Causal 
loops

(Re)framing

Path 
dependence

Hard and 
Soft

Leverage 
points

Delay

Feedback

Archetypes

Purpose
Stocks and 

flows
Is and Ought



Purpose



“POSIWID”

“The purpose of a system is what it does”

(Stafford Beer)



Doing things with feedback 
loops



Feedback loops

• Positive v Negative

• Strengthening v Opposing

• Reinforcing v Balancing

• + v -

Causal Loop 
Diagram



Elaborating the story



And further …

+



System archetypes

+

Archetype

Virtuous/vicious cycle Amplification and reinforcement: A reinforcing process producing success or disaster

Balancing process Correction: We try to reduce the gap

Fixes that backfire Unintended consequences: The long-term negative consequences of a quick fix

Shifting the burden Unintended dependency: The quick fix we become addicted to

Limits of growth Unanticipated constraints: The limiting mechanism on spiralling growth

Success to the successful Winner takes all: Your success produces my failure

Accidental adversaries Partners who become enemies: Two parties want to cooperate, but each sees the other 
undermining its success

Drifting goals Inadvertent poor performance: Actual and desired performance levels gradually fall

Competing goals Conflicting or multiple commitments: Trying to satisfy conflicting goals or achieve too many 
can lead to accomplishing none

Escalation Unintended proliferation: The harder you push, the harder the competitor pushes back

Tragedy of the commons Optimizing each part destroys the whole: Everyone takes advantage of a resource that 
doesn’t belong to anybody

Growth/underinvestment Self-created limits: We push on the growth side and underinvest in the capacity to grow

(Source: Stroh 2015, Table 4.1)



Accidental adversaries

+

(Source: thesystemsthinker.com)



Accidental adversaries

+

(Source: Modified from thesystemsthinker.com)

Collaboration

Conflict

Partnership 
activities 
with PRS 
landlords

Formal 
standards 

enforcement

Quality of PRS 
stock available 
to h/l hhs in the 
LA

Landlords 
perceive “us” and 
”them” attitude

PRS landlords 
willing to let 

to h/l hhs

Switch to letting 
to non-h/l hhs

LA perceives 
landlords as unco-

operative, 
available housing 

as poor quality

PRS landlords’ 
perception that letting 

risks are effectively 
mitigated



Selected “leverage points” 
(after Meadows)

+

• Numbers – constants and parameters 
such as taxes, subsidies and standards

• Balancing feedback loops – strength 
relative to the impacts they are trying 
to correct against

• The gain from positive feedback loops

• Information flows – the structure of 
who does and doesn’t have information

• Rules – incentives, punishment, 
constraints

• Structure of the system

• The goals of the system

• The paradigm or mindset out of which 
the system arises

Increasing 
leverage

Increasingly:
- Systemic
- Difficult to do



(Re)framing



Reframing

• The scope of the system
– Redraw the system/environment 

boundary

• The framing of the issue the 
system is trying to address

• The goals of the system



Private sector enforcement

Framing of system goal Responsible Scope

Ensure the housing stock is 
legally compliant with 
minimum standards

PRS enforcement 
team/EHOs the primary 
actors

Narrow framing, limited 
engagement with 
interconnections

Allow the resident 
population to thrive, 
maximize residents’ 
wellbeing

Potentially several 
branches of the LA and 
other organisations/ 
sectors; enforcement of 
housing standards can 
make a major contribution 
but is one piece of the 
jigsaw

Broader framing, bigger 
picture, recognizing 
interconnections and 
diverse contributions; 
contextualises the 
contribution of EHOs to 
this broader mission

We termed the second approach one of the “creative” 
approaches to compliance we found



Reframing –
the bigger challenge

• Affordability, availability, 
standards

• The limits of deterrence

• What is the system we 
need to think about?

• Norms and culture

– “Quality Assurance rather 
than Quality Control”

• A right to housing, A right 
to accumulate.



Conclusion

• A selective, illustrative, 
scratching of the surface

• Can consider the macro-, 
the micro- and the 
linkages between the two

• Helpful heuristics

• Non-obvious 
interventions

• Much more to explore


