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Today, we’ll discuss:
Do ToC, SDT and SCL overlap to a greater or less extent? 
Can or should that overlap see further integration or separation?

2

Theory of 
Change

Systems 
Change(s)
Learning

Systemic 
Design 

(Thinking)

Theory of 
Change

Systems 
Change(s)
Learning

Systemic 
Design 

(Thinking)



To situate the dialogue, we provide some (very limited) 
setup info per approach:
● Context
● Examples
● Discussions
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Theory of Change
Origins in modelling and 
evaluating community initiatives
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Theory of Change
Framework for evaluation, 
sequential logic
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Theory of Change
Uptake in social sector 
(non-profits, philanthropy, foundations, gov’t, etc.)
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Theory of Change
Logic models
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Literally, 1000s of variations of visual representations....



Theory of Change
The Field
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+ 100s more orgs, has become ubiquitous 
across social impact sector



Theory of Change
Discussion
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Discussion
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Theory of Change
Discussion
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“We have all used “theories of change” to argue for the 
process by which envisioned change programs might 
achieve their goals, whether we call them so or not. […] 
Looking back at the proceedings, I see that RSD has 
rarely used this language and we do not have many if 
any, talks dealing with the theory of change. 

The RSD community has a responsibility to better 
understand the framing, theory, and proposals 
entailed in systems change, even if only to better 
collaborate as designers working with the social 
change community.” 
(Jones, 2020)
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Systemic Design
Definitions revolve around integration of 
systems thinking and design thinking/methods
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Systemic Design
Definitions revolve around integration of 
systems thinking and design thinking/methods

“Systemic design integrates the mindsets and toolsets 
of systems thinking and design thinking to understand 
and intervene in complex situations.” (Ryan, 2014).
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Systemic Design
Definitions revolve around integration of 
systems thinking and design thinking/methods

“By integrating systems thinking and its methods, 
systemic design brings human-centred design to 
complex, multi-stakeholder service systems. It adapts 
from known design competencies – form and process 
reasoning, social and generative research methods, 
and sketching and visualization practices – to 
de-scribe, map, propose and reconfigure complex 
social systems.” 
(Jones, 2018).
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Systemic Design
Principles shared between 
systems and design
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Systemic Design
Context: methods
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Systemic Design
Context: methods (cont’d)
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Systemic Design
The Field
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Systemic Design
In Action
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Systemic Design
Artefacts: Maps
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Systemic Design
Recent Frameworks

(Blomkamp, 2021)
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Systemic Design
Recent Discussions
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Systemic Design
Recent Discussions

“The current field of systemic design practice and study 
recognizes the lack of broad recognition or acceptance of the 
field, and many projects of real complexity remain in the 
prototype stages. Yet, an expanding discourse community and 
a flourishing literature has demonstrated the sustainable value 
of this emerging field of theory, practice, and study.”
(Jones, 2021)

cancelled?
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Systems Changes Learning
Distinction to make, between “Systems Change” as emerging field and practise,
and “Systems Changes Learning” as a methodology and reorientation

Systems Changes Learning takes post-colonial 
orientation that de-centers the human’s ability to 

enact change via Wei and Wu Wei
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Systems Changes Learning
Shift in worldview from static-mechanistic view 
to processual-living view

Systems Changes Learning emphasizes a processual 
view that considers viewpoint “...over time”
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Systems Changes Learning
Integrates philosophies from both orientations

Linear-Sequential 
Logical Positivism

Human Will

Mechanical, Linear causation

Intention

Problem -> Solution

Dynamic Equilibria

Engineering resilience

Scaling Technocracy

Lawful order

Freeze-Change-Unfreeze

Behavioural Change

Systems Changes Learning

Living Beings

Fluid course of nature

Attending/Attention

Wicked Messes

Regime Shifts

Ecological Resilience

Practical Wisdom

Negotiated Order

Social Practice

Affordances

Schools of Philosophy

Which
(phenomena, perception)

What?
(ontos, becoming)

Why?
(ontos, becoming)

Whom, when, where?
(phronesis, situated action)

How?
(techne, skills + tools)
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Systems Changes Learning
Inquiry goes beyond science -> as search for better answers,
with philosophy ->  as search for better questions

(1) Learning Which 
shifts matter

(2) Learning What 
rhythmic disorders prevail

(3) Learning Why 
a prognosis is preferred

(4) Learning Whom-When-Where 
resets are valued or disfavoured

(5) Learning How 
new ways become everyday practice
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Systems Changes Learning
“Learning” here appreciates “knowing from within”

Knowing 
from Within

Shifting contextual 
influences

Diagnosing rhythmic 
disorders

Prognosing 
likelihoods

Reordering 
pacing



Summary:

Theory of Change -- linear, logic model to map actions to outcome, uptake & 
popularity in social sector and grantmaking/funding

Systemic Design -- integrates systems thinking & design for complex problems, 
design artefacts show utility, emerging real-world case studies and results tbd

Systems Changes Learning -- processual view of change via post-colonial 
orientation, looks at systems changes over time, to “learn from within” the systems 
about its nature and inactions or actions to take towards different states of balance
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Let’s discuss:
● What are your experiences with these tools / practices / fields?
● What similarities have you found between them?
● What differences are most discerning to you?
● Can or should these see further integration or separation? 
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