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This working paper intends to set the stage for drawing the landscape of systemic design. This large task 
can neither be completed in one working paper nor accomplished by one individual. In systemic design, 
authority is intentionally distributed, and variety and pluralism are central. Therefore, the intention is to 
seed a discourse to develop a dialogic environment. What follows is the first stumbling attempt at 
rendering the rich landscape of systemic design. It is a draft of the current landscape, which is (at this 
stage) coloured by the author’s own perspectives and point of departure, but it will hopefully will be 
expanded and nuanced through dialogue with other individuals during the field-building process. 

 

  Let us start by discussing what systemic design is not. Some people who are 
knowledgeable about systems theories tend to look at systemic design as the application of one or 
another systems theory or particular methodology to design. However, this is not the case. While 
systemic design draws from systems theories, our main position is that both domains—design and 
systems—have something to contribute to each other, and relating the two will (or at least should) 
result in novel perspectives, processes, ideas and even theories. Systemic design intends to develop 
multiple new practices based on intersections between multiple perspectives.  
 
Systemic design was defined by its founding members as a pluralistic and open field with a variety of 
approaches, which is a normative strategic position. Despite this, there are fundamental principles that 
form the bases of systemic design that should be re-expressed and further crystallised. This is neither 
being done to navigate towards less pluralism and variety nor to stop dynamic development. However, 
to avoid bleeding outside the discourse into themes that have been discussed at length and to let its 
nature develop organically, we need to establish an a priori platform from which we can launch a 
discussion instead of spending energy on repetitions, misconceptions, misunderstandings and straw 
arguments.  
 
Systemic design is an emergent approach that contributes to something that is, if not entirely new, well 
described and defined. It is the organic meshing of systems perspectives with design. Organic means 
that it is not based on theory and reasoning alone; rather, it relies heavily on the development of a 
variety of practices. Comparing, discussing and competing between those practices comprise the core 
dynamics that help develop the field. In this endeavour, several points must be considered. We 
understand systemic design as processes that induce change on four levels: the design (a) of change, (b) 
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as change, (c) for change and (d) into change1. This implies the conception of design as an inherently 
systemic activity (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012).  
 
This article intends to steer the discourse towards the central issues; it is time to demarcate and clarify 
the core intention and to step towards and encourage the next developments in the field.  
The issues are described below via eight points to address what systemic design is and what it is not, as 
well as describe its characteristics.  
 
 

1. Systems thinking is not purely analyses.  

The conception of systems approaches as being exclusively analytical is widespread yet a 
misunderstanding. If we look at modern systems theories, this position was abandoned many years ago. 
However, systemic analyses have been vital in many areas, such as in the simulation of climate models. 
With the introduction of big data, the importance of hard systems modelling, such as that of Randers 
(2012), should increase in the future. Analytical modelling, big data and simulations will increase in 
importance in the future, and it remains to be seen how these might be seamlessly integrated into 
systemic design. 

 

2. Modern systems thinking is neither solely based on hard data nor on pure logic.  

This is made clear in for example in systems architecting (systems engineering), which has been 
regarded as a form of art rather than logic project management (Maier & Rechtin, 2000). Meadows 
(2002) softened the field of systems dynamics by introducing the notion of dancing with systems, which 
indicates an interactive and generative position to systems. Soft systems methodology is based on 
understanding systems through action rather than gathering information and drawing conclusions from 
that information (Burns, 2007; Checkland, 2000b).  

 

3. Systems thinking is not reducible to problem solving. 

Many systems theorists have challenged the notion of problem solving. Systems approaches should 
rather be seen as a critique of the problem-solving paradigm. Rittel (1972) and Rittel and Webber (1973) 
introduced the notion of wicked problems and the lesser known notion of problematiques. These 
notions indicate a different conception of what we call problems. They are often illusive and difficult to 
capture, and their root causes are often hard to grasp and define. Problems appear not in a vacuum but 
rather in networks of interrelated problems or intertwined systems of systems (Lurås, 2016). Solving one 
problem will cause others, and many authors talk of situations rather than problems.  
 
The issue of counter-intuitiveness has long been defined in systems dynamics, which renders the 
problem-solving paradigm obsolete (Forrester, 1971).  

                                                           
1 This is based on a design for democracy principles by Manzini and Margolin (2017) and Margolin, as cited in CMU 
(2012). 
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4. There is extensive systems literature on change and design. 

Many authors from the systems field are discussing change processes. It is a misunderstanding that 
systems theories are solely descriptive. When we start to change systems, we then leave the systems 
field and enter the realm of design, but the relation is far from a sharp boundary. This is evident in the 
systems thinking literature on change processes (Beisser, 1970; Chadwik, 1978; Checkland & Poulter, 
2006; Liedtka & Ogilvie, 2011; Reigeluth & Garfinkle, 1994), the systems literature directly addressing 
the issue of design (Ackoff, 1974; Banathy, 1988, 1997; Churchman, 1971), the design literature 
addressing systems (Alexander, 1964; Nelson & Stolterman, 2012; Rittel & Webber, 1973) and in its 
crystallisation in the systemic design initiative as one of its core values.  

 

5. Systemic design in general and systems-oriented design (SOD) in particular are 

inspired by modern conceptions from systems thinking. 

The central systems sources for SOD include General Systems Theory (Bertalanffy, 1969; Boulding, 
1956), Soft Systems Methodology (Checkland, 2000a), Systems Architecting (Maier & Rechtin, 2000) and 
Critical Systems Thinking (Flood & Ulrich, 1990; Midgley, 2000). See Figure 1 for more details on this 
complex system of thoughts. Notably, a similar mapping of the entire field of systemic design is one of 
the intended outputs from the process, starting with this abstract. 
 



Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design 
RSD8 Symposium, Chicago, 2019 

4 

  

Figure 1. A draft of the theoretical/practical landscape of SOD. This might look different for 

other ‘dialects’ within systemic design and for systemic design as a whole (Author, 2018). 

 

6.  Systemic design is a practice. 

Practice can be reduced to methods, but it is better described as praxeology, which is the systematic and 
continuous study and analysis and pragmatic development of skills, explicit and tacit knowledge, 
approaches, libraries of concepts, technical methods, conventions, heuristics and strategies in advanced 
practices (Cross, 1999, 2007; Dubberly, 2014; W. Gasparski, 1990; W. W. Gasparski, 1979; Sevaldson, 
2018) as well as reflection in action (Schön, 1983). 
 
 

7. Systemic design adds a systemic perspective in its own right. 

There is the perspective of design practice and design thinking as an inherently systemic activity to 
consider. Here, we can mention Nelson and Stolterman (2012), Ryan (2014), Jones (2014) as well as 
Jones and Bowes (2016), Barbero (2017), Bistagnino and Campagnaro (2014), Sevaldson (2014) and 
Manzini, Vezzoli, and Clark (2001).  
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The design approach to systems thinking also includes discussions on visual thinking and visual systemic 
practice (Arnheim, 1969; Jones & Bowes, 2016; Sevaldson, 2011, 2015).  
 
  The same goes for research in the field, where research through design (Zimmerman, 
Stolterman, & Forlizzi, 2010) and research by design are regarded as systemic activities (Sevaldson, 
2010).  
 
The systemic approach to systems is concluded in the realisation that systemic design, with its 
management of complex data through visualisation, reaches beyond the sharing of data, information 
and factual knowledge, leading to analyses and modelling. It is about another level of reasoning that 
reaches into sensemaking and team sensemaking (Kolko, 2010; Weick, 1995) as well as sense sharing 
(Sevaldson, 2015) to create the basis of co-design (Aguirre-Ulloa & Paulsen, 2017; Bødker, Ehn, Sjögren, 
& Sundblad, 2000). 
 
 

8. Systemic design is questioning the divide between planning and execution.  

Systemic design is moving towards a state where continuous systems change will be a main strategy; it 
will be clear that one intervention will not do; and there will be the understanding that interventions 
should be orchestrated over time in processes in which there is no way to tell when one has finalised a 
project (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Systems are dynamic and living, and they change while we plan. The 
continuous systemic design process is a natural conclusion, and it connects to the issues of versioning 
(Pasquarelli, 2002) and the notion of dancing with systems over time (Meadows, 2002).  
 
 

To read more about systemic design, go to www.systemic-design.net  

To read more about SOD, go to www.systemsorienteddesign.net  

 

 

References 

Ackoff, R. L. (1974). Redesigning the future: A systems approach to societal problems. New York, NY: 
Wiley.  
 
Aguirre-Ulloa, M., & Paulsen, A. (2017). Co-designing with relationships in mind. Form Akademisk-
Research Journal of Design and Design Education, 10(1). Art 6, 1-14 
 
Alexander, C. (1964). Notes on the synthesis of form. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
  
Arnheim, R. (1969). Visual thinking. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 
 
Banathy, B. H. (1988). Matching design methods to system type. Systems Research, 5(1), 27–34. 

http://www.systemsorienteddesign.net/


Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design 
RSD8 Symposium, Chicago, 2019 

6 

 
Banathy, B. H. (1997). Designing social systems in a changing world. New York: Springer.  
 
Barbero, S. (2017). Systemic design method guide for policymaking: A circular Europe on the way (1st 
ed., Vol. 1). Torino, Italy: Politecnico di Torino.  
 
Beisser, A. (1970). The paradoxical theory of change. In J. Fagan & I. Shepers (Eds.), Gestalt therapy now 
(pp. 77–80). Science and Behaviour Books. 
 
Bertalanffy, L. von. (1969). General system theory. New York, NY: George Braziller Inc.  
 
Bistagnino, L., & Campagnaro, C. (2014). Systemic design. In Encyclopedia of quality of life and wellbeing 
research, Ed. A. Michalos. Springer Netherlands, 6563–6569. 
 
Boulding, K. E. (1956). General systems theory–The skeleton of science. Management Science, 2(3), 197–
208. Retrieved from http://www.panarchy.org/boulding/systems.1956.html 
 
Burns, D. (2007). Systemic action research: A strategy for whole system change. Bristol: Policy Press.  
 
Bødker, S., Ehn, P., Sjögren, D., & Sundblad, Y. (2000). Co-operative Design — Perspectives on 20 years 
with ‘the Scandinavian IT Design Model.’ In NordiCHI (pp. 1–9). Stockholm, Sweden: KTH, Royal Institute 
of Technology. 
 
Chadwik, G. F. (1978). Systems view of planning—Towards a theory of the urban and regional planning 
process (2nd ed.). Pergamon Press Limited.  
 
Checkland, P. (2000a). Soft systems methodology: A thirty-year retrospective. Systems Research and 
Behavioral Science, 58, 11–58.  
 
Checkland, P. (2000b). Systems thinking, systems practice. Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons Ltd.  
Checkland, P., & Poulter, J. (2006). Learning for action: A short definitive account of soft systems 
methodology and its use for practitioners, teachers and students. Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons, 
Ltd.  
 
Churchman, C. W. (1971). The design of inquiring systems basic concepts of systems and organization. 
New York: Basic Books. 
 
CMU Design [Victor Margolin]. (2012, 04 12). Democracy and design in a troubled world [Video file]. 
Retrieved from https://vimeo.com/51090940 
 
Cross, N. (1999). Design research: A disciplined conversation. Design Issues, 15(2), 5–10. 
 
Cross, N. (2007). Designerly ways of knowing. Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser. 
 
Dubberly, H. (2014). A systems literacy manifesto. In S. Birger & J. Peter (Eds.), Relating systems thinking 
and design symposium, October (Vol. 17, p. 2014). Oslo, Norway: Oslo School of Architecture and 
Design. 
 

http://www.panarchy.org/boulding/systems.1956.html
https://vimeo.com/51090940


Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design 
RSD8 Symposium, Chicago, 2019 

7 

Flood, R. L., & Ulrich, W. (1990). Testament to the conversation on critical systems thinking between two 
systems practitioners. Systems Practice, 3, 7–29. 
 
Forrester, J. W. (1971). Counterintuitive behavior of social systems. Technological Forecasting and Social 
Change, 3, 1–22. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1016/S0040-1625(71)80001-X  
 
Gasparski, W. W. (1979). Praxiological—systemic approach to design studies. Design Studies, 1(2), 101–
106. 
 
Gasparski, W. (1990). On the general theory (praxeology) of design. Design Methods and Theories, 24(2). 
Jones, P. (2014). Systemic design principles for complex social systems. In G. S. Metcalf (Ed.), Social 
Systems and Design (pp. 91–128). Tokyo, Japan: Springer.  
 
Jones, P. H., & Bowes, J. (2016). Synthesis maps: Systemic design pedagogy, narrative, and intervention. 
In Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design (RSD5) 2016 Symposium. Toronto: SDRN.  
 
Kolko, J. (2010). Abductive thinking and sensemaking: The drivers of design synthesis. Design Issues, 
26(1), 15–28. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1162/desi.2010.26.1.15  
 
Liedtka, J., & Ogilvie, T. (2011). Designing for growth: A design thinking tool kit for managers. New York, 
NY: Columbia University Press.  
 
Lurås, S. (2016). Systems intertwined. Design Issues. 32(3) P.30-41 
 
Maier, M. W., & Rechtin, E. (2000). The art of systems architecture. Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press.  
 
Manzini, E., & Margolin, V. (2017). Democracy and design: What do you think? Retrieved from 
http://www.desisnetwork.org/2017/04/11/democracy-and-design-what-do-you-think/ 
 
Manzini, E., Vezzoli, C., & Clark, G. (2001). Product-service systems. using an existing concept as a new 
approach to sustainability. Journal of Design Research, 1(2). 
 
Meadows, D. (2002). Dancing with systems. Systems Thinker, 13, 2–6. 
 
Midgley, G. (2000). Systems intervention: Philosophy, methodology, and practice. New York, NY: Kluver 
Academic/Plenum Publishers. 
 
Nelson, H. G., & Stolterman, E. (2012). The design way: Intentional change in an unpredictable world 
(2nd ed.). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Pasquarelli, S. H. (2002). Versioning: Evolutionary techniques in architecture. In H. Castle (Ed.), 
Architectural Design. London. Wiley-Academy. 
 
Randers, J. (2012). 2052: A global forecast for the next forty years. White River Junction, VT: Chelsea 
Green Publishing. 
 
Reigeluth, C. M., & Garfinkle, R. J. (1994). Systemic change in education. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Educational Technology. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0040-1625(71)80001-X
https://doi.org/10.1162/desi.2010.26.1.15
http://www.desisnetwork.org/2017/04/11/democracy-and-design-what-do-you-think/


Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design 
RSD8 Symposium, Chicago, 2019 

8 

 
Rittel, H. W. J. (1972). Son of Rittelthink. The DMG 5th Anniversary Report, DMG, 5–10. 
 
Rittel, H. W. J., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sciences, 4, 
155–169. 
 
Ryan, A. (2014). A framework for systemic design. FORMakademisk, 7(4). 
 
Schön, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. New York, NY: Basic 
Books. 
 
Sevaldson, B. (2010). Discussions and movements in design research: A systems approach to practice 
research in design. FORMakademisk, 3(1), 8–35. 
 
Sevaldson, B. (2011). GIGA-mapping: Visualisation for complexity and systems thinking in design. In 
Nordic Design Research Conferences, Making Design Matter. Helsinki, Finland: NORDES. Retrieved from 
http://www.nordes.org/opj/index.php/n13/article/view/104/88 
 
Sevaldson, B. (2014). Holistic and dynamic concepts in design: What design brings to systems thinking. In 
B. Sevaldson & P. H. Jones (Eds.), Proceedings of RSD3, Third Symposium of Relating Systems Thinking to 

Design. Oslo: Oslo School of Architecture and Design. Retrieved from http://systemic-design.net/rsd3-

proceedings/systems-oriented-design/ 
 
Sevaldson, B. (2015). Gigamaps: Their role as bridging artefacts and a new sense sharing model. In A. 
Ryan & P. Jones (Eds.), Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design (RSD4) 2015 Symposium, 
Banff, Canada, September 1–3, 2015. (pp. 1–11). Banff, Canada: Systemic Design Research Network. 
Retrieved from https://app.box.com/s/tsj7ewtcy9dr63knf64tvo3yrepmzdov 
 
Sevaldson, B. (2018). Visualizing complex design: The evolution of gigamaps. In P. Jones & K. Kijima 
(Eds.), Systemic design: Theory, methods, and practice (pp. 243–269). Tokyo, Japan: Springer. 
 
Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 
Zimmerman, J., Stolterman, E., & Forlizzi, J. (2010). An analysis and critique of research through design: 
Towards a formalization of a research approach. In Proceedings of the 8th ACM Conference on 
Designing Interactive Systems (pp. 310–319). ACM.  

http://www.nordes.org/opj/index.php/n13/article/view/104/88
http://systemic-design.net/rsd3-proceedings/systems-oriented-design/
http://systemic-design.net/rsd3-proceedings/systems-oriented-design/
https://app.box.com/s/tsj7ewtcy9dr63knf64tvo3yrepmzdov

