
In this lecture we are going to look at systems mapping.
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Systems mapping has been described as a visualisation technique that is used by 
change agents to make sense of complexity.  It does this by allowing change agents to 
think about their context and the many interacting factors that contribute to the 
development of the issues that they seek to address.

The maps produced through systems mapping, help describe and diagnose the 
current state for a given system and help to identify gaps and opportunities where 
improvements can be made. 

Johnson et al., 2019, pp. 21-22
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During this program participants will undertake systems mapping to create two 
system maps that will assist them to understand the context for the problem that 
they are interested in addressing.  These maps are a problem ecosystem map and a 
solution ecosystem map.
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During the program participants will map the problem ecosystem for a problem that 
they are interested in.  A problem ecosystem consists of the underpinning 
interdependent causal factors that underpin a specific wicked problem in a 
geographical community.  
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Participants will also map a solution ecosystem for the problem they are interested 
in. A solution ecosystem consists of all the initiatives, and the organisations 
partnering  on those initiatives, that are addressing the interdependent causal factors 
that underpin a specific wicked problem in a geographical community.  
(Eggers and Muoio, 2015)
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Both the problem ecosystem and solution ecosystem maps, map systems within a 
geographical boundary.  This focus on a geographical place, aligns with the original UK 
approach to social entrepreneurship.  In Unit 1 of this program we noted that the 
original UK social entrepreneurship approach focused on strengthening geographical 
communities. (Leadbeater, 1997, p. 11).

During the program, participants can incorporate this characteristic of the original UK 
community building approach to social entrepreneurship by deliberatively focusing on 
strengthening their geographical solution ecosystem as they develop and implement 
an initiative.  Creating a solution ecosystem map will assist participants with that 
endeavour.
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In Unit 1, we looked at this definition of a community building social 
entrepreneurship approach from the Community Capacity section of the Australian 
Welfare Reform Final Report back in 2000 (Reference Group on Welfare Reform, 
2000, p. 50).  This definition provides some insights into how social entrepreneurship 
can strengthen communities.

It states that ‘Social entrepreneurs are leaders committed to transforming their 
communities by using innovative and dynamic approaches and working in alliances 
across the public, private and not-for-profit sectors.  ……. They combine vision and 
creativity with the ability to focus on the concrete and practical steps needed to bring 
about changes in society.’
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In Unit 1 when we looked at the Participatory Governance approach to social 
entrepreneurship we noted that the distinguishing feature of this approach was that 
it was participatory.

During the program, participants could incorporate this key characteristic of the 
participatory governance approach to social entrepreneurship by deliberatively 
focusing on participation by multiple stakeholders while developing and 
implementing their initiatives. Participants bringing multiple stakeholders together to 
assist them in creating  problem ecosystem and solution ecosystem maps aligns to 
the participatory governance approach.
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We noted in Unit 1 that a key criteria of the Par[cipatory Governance approach to 
social entrepreneurship is that it involves various par[es affected by the ac[vity. 

Defourny & Nyssens, 2012
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This picture shows multiple stakeholders with an interest in a wicked problem coming 
together to undertake systems mapping.
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Now while system maps are a great tool to aid multi-stakeholder discussions, it needs 
to be remembered that they are not reality.  They are a heuristic device - a tool for 
thinking about a wicked problem rather than an attempt at a comprehensive and 
detailed descriptive account of the wicked problem.

The danger of system maps being treated as if they were reality was pointed out 
when this PowerPoint slide was published in the New York Times back in 2010.

The slide showed the multitude of interdependent causal factors underpinning the 
instability in Afghanistan at the time.

The New York Times article quoted a General McMaster who said that this diagram 
was dangerous because:
•it created the illusion that the situation in Afghanistan was understandable and could 
be controlled.  
•He stated that some of the world’s problems could not be broken down like this.

And General McMaster was right - this is true for all wicked problems
•You can’t fully understand a wicked problem and
•You can’t control wicked problems.

But system maps are a great device for aiding decision making.
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