
  

 



Creating change starts and works on many different levels, and the best way to 

start is to consciously want to start making change. A great way to start 

working on systemic change is to find what moves you, then to get involved and 

team up, learn and observe, know all parts of a system, focus on long-term 

solutions, and to relearn and redo.  

 

Basics.  

Systemic change is based on systems thinking - a way of understanding and 

seeing how different issues and problems link and feed into one another. 

Social change is based  

 

Find what moves you 

Find organizations or companies working in areas you care about. The closer to 

your heart, the better. This can help insure that you remain passionate about 

a cause, and are willing to deal with the tougher things that may come your 

way.  

 

Think back to a sad movie you’ve watched. What did you empathize most with? 

Helping an organization that deals with medical research in the cancer field 

may not be the best fit if you cry hardest in the movies where the dog runs 

away and dies. Work on issues that hold a personal connection or impact 

tangible things in your everyday life, these tend to be the areas you’ll feel 

more motivated to solve, and will be more fulfilling during the highs and lows 

of working to solve an issue.  

 

Get involved and team up 

Find organizations or companies that work in your area, or if you don’t find 

one that works for you and the perspective from the issue you’re tackling, you 

can create your own!  

 

The most important step is to get involved in any form with the issue. If you 

work on behalf of a company, think about how your resources can amplify 

existing solutions and create new ones. Reach out and see how you can offer 

support, through your existing networks and work.  

 



 

If you can’t reach out through your company, figure out your individual 

strengths, and how you could apply that to the cause you want to work on. What 

skills do you bring to your job? What are you good at in your day to day life? 

How is that missing within the problems and organizations working on the 

issue? And how can you alleviate that?  

 

Think about the ways in which you could contribute to the cause, whether 

through taking a job at a non-profit, volunteering, or doing pro-bono work.  

 

While you look into your issue and do research, remember that no single issue 

can be solved by one organization completely on their own. Always remember 

that two heads are better than one, and that to truly solve a systemic issue, 

it’s better to tackle it together as one.   

 

Learn and observe. 

Before you can fix something, you need to be familiar with it. Do research 

about efforts and information on all sides of an issue. It will help give you 

a rounded look, deeper insights, understanding of both sides, and how to best 

unite them to reach a common good and satisfy their interests. Your goal 

should be to understand the other side, not look for weaknesses to use against 

them. 

Systemic change usually doesn’t occur through arguments, it occurs through 

compromise, understanding, protests, and consistency. Many people on opposing 

sides of the issue can use tactics to avoid the issue or undermine your side, 

and being equipped and understanding all sides and viewpoints on the issue can 

help you catch them, or learn how to communicate your viewpoint across 

dividing lines. 

 

While you look into all sides of an issue, try to see to learn about the 

systemic problem and its’ impact in the physical world. If your focus is 

mental health in schools, ask students, teachers and school counselors, etc. 

Although the internet is amazing, being there and observing physically gives 

you an idea of the landscape you’re working with. But most importantly, ask 

 



the people affected by the issue. They are the ones who can give you a deeper 

connection and insights that traditional data and surveys can’t.  

 

Know all parts of the system.  
In order to understand an issue, try to picture it like a cookie, with all of 

its flavors and ingredients. Evenly combined, it can be great, but when done 

wrong, the results can be disastrous. When viewing issues through a systems 

lens, you can notice that they have many parts and pipelines, and that all of 

the separate parts come together to form the issue. When working to address a 

systemic issue, you need to understand how the issue you’re working in 

interacts with the other parts of the system, and how what may make one 

section better might inflame another section.  

 

For example, if you’re working towards LGBTQ+ safety in a town, you might 

notice that although the schools have a GSA, and the town owns a Pride Parade 

yearly, that employers in the area might refuse to hire those that engage in 

these activities or can be ruder to LGBTQ+ customers, and could cause a 

protest or uptick in hate crimes. As a result, people might not feel 

comfortable expressing their sexuality or identity, and refrain from going to 

these events, even though they are available.  

 

Even though the proper solutions are in place they may not be addressing the 

problem proportionally. You can have all the ingredients or “solutions” but if 

you have too much of one ingredient and not enough of another, you’ll find 

your cookies won’t be as tasty as they could be. That’s why it’s important to 

learn about all of the steps and adjust them for your specific area or 

situation.It is also helpful to look at issues from an intersectional lens, 

and be understanding that the apparent issue may have many different faces and 

perspectives from all intersections of marginalization.  

 

For example, LGBTQ+ people have issues facing discrimination, but 

statistically, it can be much worse for LGBT+ people of color. And black trans 

women tend to specifically have more issues involving access to education, 

housing, police interactions, healthcare and other necessary resources. Try to 

understand how existing marginalizations can amplify issues to become worse 

 



for certain people, and how you need to include and understand these issues 

from all different perspectives and marginalizations.  

 

Focus on long term solutions.  
While short term solutions might help, you also need to invest in long term 

solutions to make sure those short term solutions aren’t permanent. Much like 

putting a towel over a crashed car, most short term solutions can hide visible 

effects and reduce short term issues. However in the end, the original problem 

still remains. When focusing on short term solutions, unintended consequences 

can come back, or not fix the problem at all.  

 

If you have a cat problem, you might build a shelter, but not promote long 

term solutions. During the winter, you find the shelter is at it’s brim, and 

there are more cats than you accounted for. The town heard about the shelter 

and decided not to spay or neuter their cats, and some cats are getting their 

whiskers tangled at the shelter. Not only did you not fix the problem, you 

accidentally made it worse! At first the problem was fixed for a short amount 

of time, the root problem was not being addressed, and made for an adorable 

mess.  

 

Most of the time when you work on a systemic issue, you want to make sure 

you’re addressing the problems and solutions from all angles, whether through 

multiple programs or partnerships.  

 

Relearn.  
When you’re on your way to making things better, keep learning and growing. 

Stay informed on all sides of the community. Create streams and sources where 

you can actively learn and stay up to date on what is happening within 

specific communities or areas of your chosen issue. This could mean adding 

news sources who specifically cover your issue, following prominent people and 

organizations who actively work on it, and engaging in and helping out at 

events that support and engage the local community gathered around the issue.  

 

Reach out to new organizations, and support new innovative solutions. Using 

the sources that you established to learn, keep an eye on new people and 

 



things actively moving and happening in the space. Making early bets on new 

organizations and people can help out in the long term, and provide guidance 

and inclusion to people who just are entering the field.   

 

Learning and understanding things is never done, and depending on which issues 

you work on, can rapidly change and have new ideas coming in at all times. 

That’s why it’s important to always keep an eye on different fields, people, 

and organizations working, and thinking of more ways to support them.  

 

Redo.  

Most importantly, learn that you will make mistakes. And that’s ok. Remember 

to apply what you learned and re-iterate, and continually not only bring your 

best information and thoughts to your work, but your best self too. It doesn’t 

mean you’re bad at change, or doing your job. It means you’re getting better, 

and willing to take on these issues to make them better, which makes you ready 

to take on any issue that comes your way.  

 

It’s important to know that this won’t all happen in one day, and that growth 

and learning is a life time process, and is not a one and done thing. And 

while you work on this issue, understand how to balance the issue and balance 

yourself. Wanting to make systemic change, especially regarding things that 

actively affect you, can take an immense toll on your life and mental health.  

 

Make time for yourself, and actively work to create a routine that allows 

yourself to emotionally recharge, and create a good work-life balance. Try to 

work and create methods of support that allows you to get help and support 

when you’re doing work, and when you’re not. Overall, having people on your 

team and planning in advance for issues, and proactively working to address 

and treat mental health and prepare yourself for the long work ahead is a key 

part of making sure you can make change, and keep yourself healthy.   

 

Recap.  
The best way to start is to consciously want to start making systemic change. 

Find organizations or companies working in areas you care about. Work on 

 



issues that hold a personal connection or impact tangible things in your 

everyday life, and get involved in any form with the issue. Think about the 

ways in which you could contribute to the cause, do research about efforts and 

information on all sides of an issue. ask the people affected by the issue. 

When working to address a systemic issue, you need to understand how the issue 

you’re working in interacts with the other parts of the system, and how what 

may make one section better might inflame another section. Even though the 

proper solutions are in place they may not be addressing the problem 

proportionally. be understanding that the apparent issue may have many 

different faces and perspectives from all intersections of marginalization. 

invest in long term solutions, keep learning and growing, and keep an eye on 

new people and things actively moving and happening in the space. Learning and 

understanding things is never done, and depending on which issues you work on, 

can rapidly change and have new ideas coming in at all times. learn that you 

will make mistakes. Remember to apply what you learned and re-iterate, and 

continually not only bring your best information and thoughts to your work, 

but your best self too. understand how to balance the issue and balance 

yourself. Try to work and create methods of support that allows you to get 

help and support when you’re doing work, and when you’re not. 

 

Read More. 

1. Systems Change, What It Is and How To Do It - Lankelly Chase / NPC 

2. 9 ways to get involved in social issues you care about - Everyday Power 

3. A brief description of systems and systemic issues - Thwink.org 

4. Problem Solving Desperately Needs Systems Thinking - Disruptive Design 

5. Assessing Systemic Change - Enterprise Development 

6. What are the capabilities we need for systemic change? - School of 

System Change 

7. Social and Systems Change - Building Movement 

8. 5 Lessons on creating systems change - THNK  

 

https://lankellychase.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Systems-Change-How-to-Do-It.pdf
https://everydaypower.com/how-to-get-involved-social-issues-care/
https://www.thwink.org/sustain/glossary/Systemic.htm
https://medium.com/disruptive-design/problem-solving-desperately-needs-systems-thinking-607d34e4fc80
https://www.enterprise-development.org/wp-content/uploads/4_Implementation_Guidelines_Systemic_Change.pdf
https://medium.com/school-of-system-change/what-are-the-capabilities-we-need-for-system-change-cba2047a4ffb
https://medium.com/school-of-system-change/what-are-the-capabilities-we-need-for-system-change-cba2047a4ffb
https://buildingmovement.org/pdf/SocialSystemsChange.pdf
https://www.thnk.org/blog/five-lessons-creating-system-change/

