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Current approaches to tackling these sorts of problems often 
fail. Such efforts are usually siloed and static, and therefore 
do not work where a context is continually evolving. We need a different way of addressing these 
problems, tapping into the immense capacity of ordinary leaders, the power of collaboration, and the 
imperative for responses that adapt alongside the challenges they seek to address.

What might it take to redesign the patterns that produce such seemingly intractable problems? How 
could we support those who lead change? How, in the face of such complexity, do we work out what 
to do next?

Drawing expertise from Wasafiri’s applied work, and building on a robust body of systems thinking, 
we created a framework called “Systemcraft” to help change leaders and their institutions to answer 
“What next?” when faced with a complex problem.1 At Wasafiri we believe in undertaking the hard 
work to create a more just, equitable and sustainable world, and that any individual or organisation 
can help lead positive change. We offer Systemcraft to support this critical journey.

Executive Summary

Why Systemcraft?

We face dozens of complex problems every day. 
From global climate change to violent extremism 
in the Horn of Africa, the opioid crisis in American 
cities and pollution in the Ganges River, our lives are 
impacted by patterns of behavior and interactions 
far beyond our control. These problems can seem 
impossible to address, and many create significant 
harm for today’s societies and future generations.

Each of the world’s toughest problems shares four qualities that make it complex: there 
is no single root cause, no single actor owns it, the nature of the problem is constantly 
evolving, and it is perpetuated by entrenched behaviours and interests. Where a problem 
fits these criteria, achieving meaningful change will require a different way of working.  
We created Systemcraft to address that need.

The Systemcraft Approach.

control.These
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 KEy ASPECTS OF THE SySTEMCRAFT APPROACH ARE:

Systemcraft starts with a person or institution and the problem 
they see. It is action-oriented and practical, helping change 
leaders to take steps forward on the journey of achieving 
positive change.

Answering  
“What next?”

Systemcraft shifts thinking from “problems” to the “patterns” 
that create them, orienting change processes toward the 
broader set of interactions that produce the problem.

Redesigning 
patterns

The potential to change patterns depends on our ability to 
collaborate more effectively. This ethos threads across the 
Systemcraft approach, and particularly into its action-oriented 
Five Dimensions, with tactics to build shared understanding, 
secure commitment, change dynamics, enable coordination 
and augment learning.

Working 
Collectively

Reflecting the constantly-evolving nature of complex problems, 
Systemcraft supports change leaders to work more adaptively, 
speeding the tempo of review and iteration and promoting a 
different mindset to evaluating change.

Working 
Adaptively

Systemcraft equips change leaders to consider their 
own realm of influence and to pursue impact at scale by 
influencing both more local and more global pathways to 
change.

Influencing  
at Scale

All patterns are a product of power. Changing them requires 
the ability to influence those structures and the feedback loops 
that perpetuate them. Systemcraft incorporates a proactive 
and pragmatic approach to such dynamics, with an emphasis 
on inclusive participation and benefit.

Addressing 
power

Leaders must be opportunistic in identifying timely moments 
for change. Systemcraft helps to scan for these.

Seeking 
Windows of 
opportunity

Patterns resist change. That’s because they have evolved out of the rational incentives 
of multiple actors, which have together formed a pattern that “works” for the interests it 
currently serves - even while creating collective problems. Efforts to shift these patterns 
will need to overcome this inertia, which maintains the status quo. Hence, changing 
the system requires building collective awareness and agency such that a set of actors 
are strong, willing and coordinated enough to redesign the pattern. Sometimes, such 
protagonists can achieve a “tipping point”; in other circumstances, change will be more 
gradual.

Five Dimensions for Change.

- Executive Summary
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Creating a more complete, current view among 
different actors, opening insight on who and what 
is served by the pattern, along with opportunities to 
influence its outcomes.

1 |Build Shared 
understanding

Aligning goals among those driving change in the 
pattern and, where appropriate, gaining a mandate 
from those with governing influence - to create 
momentum toward a positive collective vision.

2 |Secure 
Commitment

Targeting mutually-reinforcing interventions to disrupt 
the pattern and redesign it towards more favourable 
outcomes.

3 |Change  
dynamics

Adopting emergent, iterative strategies for learning 
how the pattern is functioning and evolving, and 
addressing power imbalances in information flows.

5 | Augment 
Learning

Aligning disparate stakeholders to build shared 
understanding, secure commitment, change dynamics 
and augment learning in the pattern, either through 
formal or informal structures.

4 | Enable 
Coordination

THE CORE IDEAS AT THE HEART OF SySTEMCRAFT ARE:

WE CAPTURE THESE IDEAS IN THE SySTEMCRAFT APPROACH HERE:

1 | So your problem is 
complex. What next? 

 

2 | Find opportunities to act 
in 5 dimensions 

 
 

3 | Building a collective and 
adaptive effort to achieve 

system change

Collective & Adaptive Responses to Complex Problems

- Executive Summary
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The following sections describe each Systemcraft dimension and offer questions and 
tools for using it. Before diving into these, it is helpful to take stock of the current 
quality of the Five Dimensions as a whole.

An initial scan for opportunities.

Have a shared picture of the pattern and 
who/what it currently serves, informed by 
recent discussions among disparate, relevant 
stakeholders.

BUILD  
SHARED 

UNDERSTANDING

Have identified and are undertaking mutually-
reinforcing interventions that can change 
fundamental dynamics within the pattern.

CHANGE 
DyNAMICS

Use platforms and other coordination channels 
that foster collaborative and adaptive action to 
shift the pattern.

ENABLE 
COORDINATION

Are involved in frequent, objective and evidence- 
based efforts to learn how the pattern is evolving, 
feeding this information to protagonists and 
adjusting approaches as needed.

AUGMENT 
LEARNING

SECURE 
COMMITMENT

Have clear commitments among those driving 
change and a mandate, where relevant, from a 
legitimate and inclusive authority.

dimension Assess the degree to which you & other 
relevant actors:

Score: Low/ 
Medium/high

•  Which areas are strong, and which are weak? 
 
•  Which of the areas are you concerned about? Which areas do you want to be different? 
 
•  Where are there current windows of opportunity for change - knowing that these    
    may not correlate to the weakest areas?

Insights from the questions above may direct you toward focusing on a particular one or more of the 
Five Dimensions. Let’s dive into them now.

DO A qUICK ASSESSMENT:

STEP BACK TO CONSIDER WHAT yOU NOTICE ABOUT THE RESPONSES. ASK:  

- pursuing Change: Systemcraft’s 5 dimensions
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HOW IS THIS COMPLEX? 
 
Luckily not every problem is a complex one. It is fundamental however, that we understand 
what makes a complex problem complex so that we can better understand the patterns that 
create it, and hence how we can try to change it.  
 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS HAVE FOUR KEY CHARACTERISTICS:   
1. No single person / institution is in charge (or dominates), 
2. There are multiple root cause creating the problem, 
3. The problem is constantly changing and adapting (it is not static), 
4. The current state does benefit some people and institutions and so is maintained by  

entrenched behaviours and interests 
 
Use the questions below to explore if and how these characteristics manifest in the problem  
you are working on. Are all four presents? Is one or more particularly significant?  

 
 

WHO IS IN  
CHARGE? 

 
1. Who are the key players around this problem? 

(individuals, institutions, departments etc)  
2. Who controls resources? 
3. Who has a mandate to change this? 
4. What role do you and your institution have in 

relation to this problem?  
 

WHAT ARE THE  
ROOT CAUSES?  

 
1. What current activities, issues & beliefs contribute 

to the current state? 
2. What past activities issues & beliefs have been 

significant? 
3. What different factors do stakeholders ‘blame’? 

 

HOW IS IT 
CHANGING? 

 
1. In what ways has this problem changed over 

time? 
2. How might this issue change in the future? 
3. At what tempo or pace is change happening? 

 

WHAT 
ENTRENCHED 

BEHAVIOURS & 
INTERESTS ARE AT 

WORK? 

 
1. What benefits does the status quo deliver, and to 

whom? 
2. Who may lose what through change? 
3. What individual choices contribute to this 

problem? 
4. How might others perceive you / your 

organisation’s stake in the current state? 
 



Tackling the toughest problems. Together

Africa Ikigai House, General Mathenge Drive, Spring valley, Nairobi, Kenya  |  Europe The Dock, Wilbury 
villas, Brighton, BN3 6AH, United Kingdom  |  North America The Collider, 1 Haywood St, Asheville, NC 
28801, USA  |  Email enquiry@wasafiriconsulting.com

Wasafiri is a consultancy and institute helping leaders and organisations tackle the toughest 
problems. Our consultancy serves governments, foundations, NGOs and companies confronting 
complex issues such as food security, violent extremism, health reform, and community 
resilience. Our institute harvests and shares our learning to serve others working on the front 
lines of complex problems.
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