
What is a 
system?

“An	interconnected	set	of	elements	that	is	coherently	

organized	in	a	way	that	achieves	something.	…	a	system	must	

consist	of	three	kinds	of	things:	elements,	interconnections	

and	a	function	or	purpose.”	

(Donella	Meadows)

So	a	system	has:

• parts	that	affect	each	other.
• interactions	between	parts	à effects	different	from	the	
effect	of	each	part	on	its	own.

• a	reason	for	existing.

By	studying	the	structure	of	a	system,	we	have	a	potentially	

powerful	tool	to	find	leverage	points	to	change	how	it	works.



Recognizing the limits to our awareness
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System:		all	the	interactive/interacting	sets	of	variables	

that	could	be	controlled	by	the	participating	actors.

Environment:		all	those	variables	that,	although	

affecting	the	system’s	behaviour,	could	not	be	

controlled	by	it.

System	boundary:		an	arbitrary	subjective	construct	

defined	by	the	interest	&	level	of	the	ability	and/or	

authority	of	the	participating	actors.

(Gharajedagh,	1999,	p.	30-31)












