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Agenda
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5.15 pm Talk by Dr Reuben Stanton

5.40 pm Q&A

5.50 pm Activity by Priyanka Kaul

6.20 pm Open floor discussion

6.35 pm Wrap up



Untangling 
complexity with 
systems thinking: 
how to see the water

Reuben Stanton, 17 September 2020, Canberra
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“Why hire someone to fix the 
leaky roof, when you can just 
hire someone to keep switching 
buckets and mop every hour?”

David Graeber 1961-2020
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I want a world that is:

1. Fair

2. Just

3. Sustainable
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What is systems thinking anyway?
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Behaviour over time graphs Iceberg models Causal-loop diagrams Connected circles
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“Why hire someone to fix the leaky roof, 
when you can just hire someone to keep 
switching buckets and mop every hour?”

The designer says: 
“How might we create a better mop?”
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1. Seek system health, not ‘solutions’

2. See patterns, not just ‘problems’

3. Unlock change, don’t push against the system

4. Plan to adapt, not to stay the course

Systems practice principles
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Case study: 
The Supporting Justice Project
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Fact 1:

33% of women and 42% of men in 
Victorian prisons have an 
Acquired Brain Injury (ABI), 
compared with 2% in the general 
Australian community



Fact 2:

People living with disability 
aged 35-54 are incarcerated 
at twice the rate of those 
without disability
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Fact 2:

People living with disability 
aged 35-54 are incarcerated 
at twice the rate of those 
without disability

Fact 1:

33% of women and 42% of men in 
Victorian prisons have an 
Acquired Brain Injury (ABI), 
compared with 2% in the general 
Australian community

Fact 3:

In the last Victorian budget, we spent 1.9 billion dollars on prisons
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“Injustice anywhere is a 
threat to justice everywhere”

 Martin Luther King Jr
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“Structures of which we are 
unaware hold us prisoner”

Peter Senge, the Fifth Discipline
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Contact with police
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Restrictive options
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Journey maps

Show a ‘first person’ 
perspective of the 
experience of an individual 
within a system - they show 
what happens in a system 
with a human-centred 
perspective
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Journey maps

Show a ‘first person’ 
perspective of the 
experience of an individual 
within a system - they show 
what happens in a system 
with a human-centred 
perspective

Systems maps

Trace the sequence of cause 
and effect through system, 
and map outcomes that 
have multiple causes - they 
show why something 
happens in a system with a 
holistic perspective
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“Cause and effect are not closely 
related in time and space”

Peter Senge, the Fifth Discipline
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Leverage: even small focussed 
actions can have significant, 
enduring effects, if they are in 
the right place
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Systems thinking 

gives you tools to 
understand how complex 
things interact with each 
other, so that you can 
make some good bets on 
what to change to create 
a healthy system
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Systems thinking 

gives you tools to 
understand how complex 
things interact with each 
other, so that you can 
make some good bets on 
what to change to create 
a healthy system

Design thinking 

gives you the tools to 
make those bets: to 
intervene in the system, 
evaluate the change, and 
iterate as you go
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Systems thinking untangles complexity 
so that it’s not just understandable, but 
actionable
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Systems thinking untangles complexity 
so that it’s not just understandable, but 
actionable

You can combine systems thinking and 
design thinking, because design thinking 
helps you take action





supportingjustice.net
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Why does this matter?
We all work in complex systems. 
And we all want to make the 
world better. 
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“Why hire someone to fix the leaky roof, 
when you can just hire someone to keep 
switching buckets and mop every hour?”

The systems thinker says: 
“Try looking up”
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Questions

?
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How do we start mapping a system to 
uncover useful insights?
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What change are you 
seeking?

About systems mapping
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Create a framing question

How might we help individuals take 
care of their well-being during social 

isolation?
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Define what is holding 
the system in place.

About systems mapping
67

Identify 
the factors 

in the 
system

Map the 
relationships 
between them

Find 
leverage 
points
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Activity

How might we help ourselves take care of 
our well-being during social isolation?
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How do you feel ?
Was it easy or hard?

What are some ways you can use system 
mapping in your own workplace?

?
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Weekly Newsletter

“Top stuff, probably the best newsletter I get.”

“Great links as always, and I really like the 
extended summaries & analysis. Please keep it 

up!”

“Just wanted to let you know how much I enjoy, 
learn and am inspired by your email newsletters”

papergiant.net
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Upcoming training

Our training series on some of the key skills and 
competencies for design, research and innovation 
practice.

Next event, Thursday 24th September:

Explaining Human Centred Design and selling its 
value to others

Then, Thursday 15th October:

Low stakes experimentation and prototyping

Use the discount code: FriendsofPG
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Thank you

72

Prepared by

hello@papergiant.net

papergiant.net

Canberra

Level 3
17-21 University Avenue
Canberra ACT 2601
Australia

ABN 

76 155 179 534

Melbourne
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