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▪ Suggest interventions to address your city’s challenge

▪ Determine which leverage points are involved and justify why

▪ Reflect on the following questions:

▪ Does the intervention tap into a low or high leverage point?

▪ If the intervention taps into multiple leverage points, how are they related to 
one another?

▪ To what extent does understanding the many leverage points available help 
you and others consider new ideas for changing systems?
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Systems Thinking: Key concepts

What is a system? 

A set of things that are 

interconnected in ways 

that produce distinct 
patterns of behaviour.
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Systems Thinking: Key concepts

Stocks and flows

The size of the stock 

(e.g., number of eggs 

or chickens) depends 
upon the balance 

between inflows and 
outflows

What is a system? 

A set of things that are 

interconnected in ways 

that produce distinct 
patterns of behaviour.
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Reinforcing feedback

The more you have

the more you get.

Things spiral up & explode

or spiral down & implode.

Systems Thinking: Key concepts
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Balancing feedback

The more you have

the less you get back.

Things tend to level out 

and remain steady.

Systems Thinking: Key concepts

Reinforcing feedback
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Systems Thinking: Key concepts

Reinforcing feedback

The more you have

the more you get.

Things spiral up & explode

or spiral down & implode.

Delay

Time lag between change in 

one part of the system being 

reflected elsewhere.

Stocks may rise or fall, with 
significant effects.

hatch curiosity
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Emergence

What happens when reinforcing 

and balancing feedbacks interact? 

It depends upon:

● their relative strength
● the resulting size of stock

● the extent of delay 

● any wider system changes
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Meadows (1999)

power to 
transcend 
paradigms

Parameters

mindset/
paradigm

goal of the 
systemself-

organizing 
system

rules of the 
system

information
flowsreinforcing 

feedback
loopsbalancing 

feedback
loops

relative
delays

stocks
& flows

buffer
sizes

constants
& numbers

Feedback

Design

Intent
A system

Meadows' 12 leverage 
points for intervening in 
a system
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1. Select interventions for your system
Identify which part on the system is affected, who should instigate the intervention, 
and who should participate in the intervention.

2. Discuss, and fill out how the intervention targets the
12 leverage points
Try to keep it specific to the system you are targeting, and the people participating. It 
is ok to decide that some leverage points are not changed.

3. Arrange the leverage points in the order to which they change
Does the intervention target materials first, and then shift structures?

4. What does the system look like after the intervention has been done?
Summarize the change on a final piece of paper and put it at the end of your leverage 
points. Collectively, you now have a narrative of change for your chosen intervention.
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▪ Meadows, D. H. (1999). Leverage points: Places to intervene in a 
system. Donella Meadows 
Institute. https://donellameadows.org/archives/leverage-points-places-
to-intervene-in-a-system/

▪ DEAL. 4 Get Savvy With Systems v.1. (2024, 
November): https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1jbFGSFYXZNYiHo
BVM-IDy91LPcYWJ-7Ae04AhmVH4jM/edit#slide=id.p3

▪ Gawande, A. (2013, July 29). Slow ideas. The New 
Yorker. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/07/29/slow-ideas
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