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Systems Thinking in Action 
From the book Systems Thinking: A Primer by Donella Meadows 

9. Numbers. 
Doing more of the same. Throwing money at it. NHS. CCTV cameras. Nagging. Changing these 
variables rarely changes the behaviour of the system. Examples? 
 

8. Stock & flow structures - Where you locate things/rates of flows.  

The plumbing. The only way to fix a system that is laid out poorly is to rebuild it, if you can. Physical 
structure is crucial in a system, but it is rarely a leverage point, because changing it is rarely quick, 
simple or cheap. The leverage point is good design in the first place. After the structure is built the 
leverage point is in understanding its limitations & bottlenecks, using it with maximum efficiency. 
Examples? 
 

7. Regulating balancing (negative) feedback loops. 
Thermostats in houses. The strength of the feedback loop is important relative to the impact it is 
designed to correct. House thermostats fail when you leave all the windows open. Traditional 
controls of fishing were fine until sonar & drift nets etc made it possible to catch the last fish. 
Examples? 
 

6. Checking reinforcing (positive) feedback loops. 
Stopping snowball effects – avalanches. Reinforcing feedback loops are sources of growth, 
explosion, erosion, & collapse in systems. A system with an unchecked reinforcing loop will 
ultimately destroy itself. Eg Violence. Examples? 
 

5. Information flows- who does & who does not have information. 

Info changes behaviour. Danish co-housing electricity usages – no other difference other than meter 
in the hallway – consumption 30% lower. Missing information is one of the most causes of system 
malfunction. Examples? 
 

4. Rules- Incentives, punishments, constraints 

The rules of the system define its scope, boundaries, & degrees of freedom. As we try to imagine 
restructured rules & what behaviour would be under them, we come to understand the power of 
rules. Power of rules is the real power. Incl. legislation.  Examples? 
 

3. Self-organisation – the power to add, change or evolve system structure 

Autonomy/self-determination. It means changing any aspect of a system lower on this list. The 
ability to self-organise is the strongest form of system resilience. Insistence on a single culture shuts 
down learning & cuts back resilience. The intervention point here is often unpopular- encouraging 
variability & experimentation & diversity means ‘losing control’. Examples? 
 

2. Goals – the purpose or function of the system 

Vision, strategy, why/where to? Many people within systems don’t realise what whole-system goal 
they are serving. That’s why the argument around GM crops is so skewed, I just don’t trust the 
agenda of the corporations. Examples? 
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1.Paradigm change – the mind set the system comes out of. 

The givens/foundations. The great unstated assumptions. Growth is good, Nature needs to be 
tamed, evolution stopped with Homo Sapiens, One can ‘own’ land. These & others have totally 
dumbfounded other cultures who thought them not the least bit obvious. Examples? 
 
 
“You could say paradigms are harder to change than anything else about a system, & therefore this 
should be lowest on the list. But there is nothing physical, expensive, or slow in the process of 
paradigm change. It can happen to someone in an instant. Whole societies, though, resist harder 
than they resist anything else. So how d’you change paradigms? You keep pointing at the anomalies 
& failures in the old paradigm. You keep speaking & acting, loudly & with assurance, from the new 
one. You insert people into places of public visibility & power. You don’t waste your time on 
reactionaries; rather you work with active change agents & with the vast middle ground of people 
who are open-minded.” 
 
Permaculture is based on an abundance paradigm rather than a scarcity paradigm 
 
 
 
 

0.Transcending paradigms   
 
“Keeping oneself unattached in the arena of paradigms, to stay flexible, to realise that NO paradigm 
is ‘true’ & the universe is far beyond human comprehension. It is to understand at a gut level that 
there are paradigms, and to see that that itself is a paradigm, and to regard that whole realisation 
as devastatingly funny. It is to let go into not-knowing.”  
 
“There is no certainty in any worldview, and anyone that has managed to entertain this idea at all, 
has found it to be the basis of radical empowerment”. 
 
“If no paradigm is right you can choose whatever one will help to achieve your purpose.  If you have 
no idea where to get a purpose, you can listen to the universe”. 
 
Discuss…. 
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