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Webinar Purpose and Goals

Purpose: explore the implications of systems thinking for developing 
your foundation’s strategic lifespan

Goals:

• Understand why good intentions are not enough to create a lasting 
legacy

• Distinguish conventional from systems thinking

• Learn a primary framework for thinking systemically

• Understand how one foundation applied systems thinking to focus its 
efforts on increasing upward mobility 
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In the News

Food aid 
increases 
starvation

Drug busts 
increase drug-
related crime

Homeless
shelters 

perpetuate 
homelessness

“Get tough”
prison sentences 

fail to reduce 
fear of violent 

crime 

Job training 
programs 
increase 

unemployment

What do these stories have in common?



Failed Solutions Have Common Characteristics

• Address symptoms vs. underlying problems

• Obvious and often succeed in the short run

• Short-term gains undermined by long-term impacts

• Negative consequences are unintentional

• If the problem recurs, we do not see our responsibility
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Good Intentions Are Not Enough
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When you are confronted by any complex social 
system … with things about it that you’re dissatisfied 
with and anxious to fix, you cannot just step in and 
set about fixing with much hope of helping. This is 
one of the sore discouragements of our time.

If you want to fix something you are first obliged to 
understand … the whole system. 

Lewis Thomas
President, Memorial Sloan-Kettering Institute

Dean, Yale Medical School and NYU School of Medicine



Implications for Your Strategic Lifespan

1. Take time to understand the root causes of the problem you want 
to solve before intervening
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Definitions

the ability to understand these 
interconnections in such a 

way as to achieve a 
desired purpose

Systems
Thinking

an interconnected set of 
elements that is coherently 

organized in a way that achieves 
something (Donella Meadows)

System



•Problems and causes obviously 
connected

•Others are to blame

•Short-term success leads to long-
term success

•Optimize the parts 

•Do as many things as you can at once

•Problems and causes not obviously 
connected

•We are part of the problem

•Most quick fixes yield no difference 
or make matters worse over time

•Improve relationships among the 
parts

•Look for leverage: focus on a few key 
coordinated changes over time

Conventional Thinking

Systems vs. Conventional Thinking

Systems Thinking
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Implications for Your Strategic Lifespan

1. Take time to understand the root causes of the problem you want to solve 
before intervening

2. Inquire into how you might be part of the problem – not just part of the 
solution

3. Think about the short-term within the context of the long-term
• Help people develop a shared vision and shared picture of current reality
• Focus on creating short-term successes vs. quick fixes
• Typically, short-term successes develop new relationships and capacities – not outcomes

4. Invest in building new relationships
• Partner with other foundations – focus on results vs. credit
• Use your convening power to gather diverse (often multi-sectoral) stakeholders
• Help the stakeholders think systemically
• Build backbone organizations to sustain new relationships and behaviors 

5. Identify leverage points and a systemic theory of change



Different Ways of Talking About Reality: The Iceberg
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Focus Action or 
Response?

Why?

Trends 
and Patterns

Systems Structure
(Forces and Pressures)

EventsWhat happened? React

Firefight

Anticipate

Forecast

Change

Create

What’s been 

happening?

Learning

Leverage

Policies
Processes

Power Dynamics
Perceptions

Purpose



Implications for Your Strategic Lifespan

6. Invest in interventions that shift the bottom of the Iceberg, e.g. 
policies, power dynamics, perceptions, purpose. Examples include:
• Participation that is grass roots – not just grass tops (including voice of 

ultimate beneficiary in the room)

• Evaluation to inform advocacy (based on metrics derived from your theory of 
change)

• Advocacy to shift policies

• Think tanks to influence perceptions and purpose 

• Systems vs. social entrepreneurship to influence power dynamics and policies 



Breakout Rooms: Implications of Systems Thinking for Your 
Foundation’s Strategic Lifespan

1. Take time to understand the root causes of the problem you want 
to solve before intervening

2. Inquire into how you might be part of the problem – not just part of 
the solution

3. Think about the short-term within the context of the long-term

4. Invest in building new relationships

5. Identify leverage points and a systemic theory of change

6. Invest in interventions that shift the bottom of the Iceberg, e.g. 
policies, power dynamics, perceptions, purpose



Leadingonopportunity.org



The Map That Rocked Charlotte:  The Chetty Study

The Harvard/UC Berkeley study 

ranked Charlotte 50th of 50 cities 

and Mecklenburg County 99th of 

100 counties 

Q: What are the 

chances for a child 

succeeding, 

independently of family 

status and where she 

grows up?



But, It’s Not Just a Charlotte Issue



Chetty: Five factors most predictive 

of upward mobility



Example: 

Charlotte 

segregated   

by income.



Example: 

Charlotte 

segregated by 

race.



Must be 

addressed as a 

system

Requires long 

term approach 

with honest 

appraisals of 

effectiveness

Focus on 

relationships 

and linkages

Everything is interconnected



Cross-Cutting Factors

1. Segregation

2. Social Capital

Key Determinants

1. Early Care and Education

2. College and Career Readiness

3. Child and Family Stability

Opportunity System Strategy

For Children, Youth and Families 



Foundation for Upward Mobility

Committed 
two-parent
Families (L)

Percent 
planned

Pregnancies (M)

Improved
birth outcomes (N) Children receiving

quality early care &
education

Access to quality early care 
& education (C)

Strength of parents &
caregivers role 

as 1st teacher (E)

Paid work-based
learning opptys

for youth (H)

Active community support
completing postsecondary

education (K)

Focus on engaging
disengaged youth

via alternative
Paths (J)

Young adults
college & career

ready

Population 
experiencing

child & family stability
(incl Resilience)

Level of social
capital

Employer
engagement in 

education

Level of segregation

School segregation (B)

Access to
affordable
Housing (P)

Community
Connectedness (Q)

Extent of mental health
impacts of low-oppty

Environment
(Well-being) (R)

Level of smart criminal
justice reform-

(Incl family splits from crim justice
system)(S)

Access to holistic & 
coordinated human 

Services (T)

Zoning
for affordable

housing

Transportation
options

Resident 
population 

at/below poverty 
line

Resident 
population 

above family
Sustaining 
wages (O)

Moving
to above living 

wages

Moving
up to living 

wages

Resident 
population 

at/near family
sustaining 

wages

Upward Mobility

Initial Analysis

Family sustaining wage or 
better jobs 

available

Immigrant population
unique challenges

Access to
healthy environment &
affordable healthcare

Strength of early
care & education workforce
(Recruitment, training, cultural

competency, retention) (D)

Affordability 
of early care
& education

Early care &
education

workforce wages

Youth/parent awareness 
of opportunities

(One narrative with multiple 
pathways beginning 7th grade)(G) 

Strength of positive human
relationships that 

connect, broaden & support
(Invisible matter that connects us*)(T)

Racialization

Level of
denial related

to segregation &
Racialization (A)

Diagram B

Diagram A
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Support
for disadvantaged 

Students (I)

Children age 0-3
(with parents at/below 

living wage jobs)

Children in 3rd 

Grade who
are literate

Moving
to 3rd grade literacy

Moving
to K ready

Children age 4-5 
who are 
K ready

Youth 
completing 
High school

People with 
Post-Secondary 

Credentials 
& InternshipMoving

to HS graduation

Moving
to completion

of adv programs

Asset
Accumulation (O)



• Strategy for implementing change over time

• Conventional theories of change are linear

• Systemic theories are circular 

• Mirror the circular ways in which social systems behave and evolve 

• Integrate critical variables and leverage points into a logical and sequenced set of actions

• Identify short-term as well as long-term improvements

• Point to leading and lagging indicators/metrics 

Systemic Theories of Change
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Major Stages of Intervention

1. Increase level of community will and service provider collaboration

2. Focus initial systemic investments on selected strategies in each 
focus area 

3. Reinvest dividends to collectively address additional strategies and 
achieve self-sustaining increases in upward mobility

Overall: Cultivate new mental models (    ) in support of all of the above



Stage 1:

Family sustainable wage or 
better jobs 

available

Population 
experiencing
child & family 

stability

Children receiving
quality early care &

education

Level of 
segregation

Level of social
capital

Young adults
college & career

ready

24

Children age 0-3
(with parents 

at/below living wage 
jobs)

Children in 3rd 

Grade who
are literate

Moving
to 3rd grade 

literacy

Moving
to K ready

Children age 4-5 
who are 
K ready

Youth 
completing 
High school

People with 
Post-Secondary 

Credentials 
& InternshipMoving

to HS graduation

Moving
to completion

of adv programs

Foundation for Upward Mobility

Moving
to K ready

via remediation

Moving
to 3rd grade
Literate via 
remediation

Moving
to HS graduation 
via remediation

Moving
to Post-secondary

via remediation

Community Will and 
Service Provider Collaboration

Resident 
population 

at/below poverty 
line**

Resident 
population 

above family
sustainable 

wages
Moving

to above living 
wages

Moving
up to living 

wages

Resident 
population 

at/near family
sustainable 

wages

Upward Mobility

Stage 1

Strengthen community will and service provider collaboration by increasing:
• Alignment around shared vision
• Clarity of local assets and national best practices
• Alignment around shared goals and priorities over time
• Clarity of measurement dashboard
• Long-term funding of systemic interventions and backbone organization 
• Community support through bottom-up identification of needs and interests
• Engagement of faith community
• Continuous learning

One end result of this will and collaboration is a continuum of family support



Stage 2:
Population 

experiencing
child & family 

stability

Children receiving
quality early care &

education

Level of 
segregation

Level of social
capital

Young adults
college & career

ready
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Children age 0-3
(with parents 

at/below living wage 
jobs)

Children in 3rd 

Grade who
are literate

Moving
to 3rd grade 

literacy

Moving
to K ready

Children age 4-5 
who are 
K ready

Youth 
completing 
High school

People with 
Post-Secondary 

Credentials 
& InternshipMoving

to HS graduation

Moving
to completion

of adv programs

Foundation for Upward Mobility

Moving
to K ready

via remediation

Moving
to 3rd grade
Literate via 
remediation

Moving
to HS graduation 
via remediation

Focus initial systemic interventions on
selected actions

Resident 
population 

at/below poverty 
line**

Resident 
population 

above family
sustainable 

wages
Moving

to above living 
wages

Moving
up to living 

wages

Resident 
population 

at/near family
sustainable 

wages

Upward Mobility

Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• Strength of parents/caregivers as 1st teachers
• Strength of ECE workforce
• Access to quality ECE

Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• 2-parent families
• Families meeting basic needs
• Zoning for mixed income housing
• Access through transit and school desegregation
• Criminal justice reform 

Stage 2

Stage 2

Focus economic development on investments in local resources:
• Skill levels of resident population
• Small and medium-sized businesses in underserved areas with connections to higher-

paying customers
• Risk management of imported white collar jobs

Stage 2 Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• Social capital integration into school curriculum
• Social capital integration into everyday LOO conversation
• Employer engagement
• # Life Navigators

Stage 2

Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• Legitimization of alternative career paths
• Youth/parent awareness of multiple pathways

Stage 2

Address African American experience as a structural issue:
• Legitimization of race as existing issue
• Compensatory investments for equitable opportunity
• Mental health improvement

Stage 2

Family sustainable wage or 
better jobs 

available



Stage 3:

Family sustainable wage or 
better jobs 

available

Population 
experiencing
child & family 

stability

Children receiving
quality early care &

education

Level of 
segregation

Level of social
capital

Young adults
college & career

ready
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Children age 0-3
(with parents 

at/below living wage 
jobs)

Children in 3rd 

Grade who
are literate

Moving
to 3rd grade 

literacy

Moving
to K ready

Children age 4-5 
who are 
K ready

Youth 
completing 
High school

People with 
Post-Secondary 

Credentials 
& InternshipMoving

to HS graduation

Moving
to completion

of adv programs

Foundation for Upward Mobility

Moving
to K ready

via remediation

Moving
to 3rd grade
Literate via 
remediation

Moving
to HS graduation 
via remediation

Reinvest Dividends in Additional Strategies
for Self-Sustaining Improvement

Resident 
population 

at/below poverty 
line**

Resident 
population 

above family
sustainable 

wages
Moving

to above living 
wages

Moving
up to living 

wages

Resident 
population 

at/near family
sustainable 

wages

Upward Mobility

Strengthen community will and service provider collaboration by increasing:
• Alignment around shared vision
• Clarity of local assets and national best practices
• Alignment around shared goals and priorities over time
• Clarity of measurement dashboard
• Long-term funding of systemic interventions and backbone organization 
• Community support through bottom-up identification of needs and interests
• Engagement of faith community
• Continuous learning

One end result of this will and collaboration is a continuum of family support

Stage 1

Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• Strength of parents/caregivers as 1st teachers
• Strength of ECE workforce
• Access to quality ECE

Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• 2-parent families
• Families meeting basic needs
• Zoning for mixed income housing
• Access through transit and school desegregation
• Criminal justice reform 

Stage 2

Stage 2

Focus economic development on investments in local resources:
• Skill levels of resident population
• Small and medium-sized businesses in underserved areas with connections to higher-

paying customers
• Risk management of imported white collar jobs

Stage 2 Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• Social capital integration into school curriculum
• Social capital integration into everyday LOO conversation
• Employer engagement
• # Life Navigators

Invest in collective efforts to increase:
• Legitimization of alternative career paths
• Youth/parent awareness of multiple pathways

Stage 2

Address African American experience as a structural issue:
• Legitimization of race as existing issue
• Compensatory investments for equitable opportunity
• Mental health improvement

Stage 2

Stage 2

R

R

R

R
R

R

R
R



Additional Resources

David Peter Stroh, Systems Thinking for Social Change: A Practical Guide for 
Solving Complex Problems, Avoiding Unintended Consequences, and Achieving 
Lasting Results (Chelsea Green, 2015)
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• https://bridgewaypartners.com and www.appliedsystemsthinking.com
• Contact David at dstroh@bridgewaypartners.com
• Contact Brian at bcollier@fftc.org

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/160358580X/ref=s9_simh_gw_p14_d0_i1?pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_s=desktop-1&pf_rd_r=1HB1ZXRQ9YENAYXK76DR&pf_rd_t=36701&pf_rd_p=2079475242&pf_rd_i=desktop
https://bridgewaypartners.com/
http://www.appliedsystemsthinking.com/
mailto:dstroh@bridgewaypartners.com
mailto:bcollier@fftc.org

