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Give me the wrong place to 
stand, and I won’t necessarily 

know why I can’t move the Earth. 
Not Archimedes
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Finding Leverage for 
Systems Change 
Towards a modern theory of 
leverage in systemic design
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Some statistics*

Google Books Ngram Viewer
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Some statistics*

1820–1998: ~116,000 hits 

1998–2023: ~685,000 hits

Google Books Ngram Viewer

*Note that “leverage point” is also a term used in statistical research
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Meadows, D.  (1997). Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System. 
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Meadows, D.  (1997). Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System. 
Whole Earth.

“These are places within a complex 
system (a corporation, an economy, a 
living body, a city, an ecosystem) 
where a small shift in one thing can 
produce big changes in everything.”

What are leverage points?
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What are leverage points?

• Silver bullets 
• Trimtabs 
• Panaceas 
• Heroes and villains who turn the 
tide of history
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What are leverage points?

• A mythology
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What are leverage points?

• Often, leverage points are well-
known… but being used to push in 
the wrong direction 
• E.g., growth 

• We tend to use leverage points 
counter-intuitively 

• Leverage points (and how to use 
them) are often disbelieved by 
decision-makers 
• E.g., low-income subsidized 
housing (without job creation; 
Forrester, 1969
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What are leverage points?

“This is a huge new system people are inventing!” 

“They haven’t the slightest idea how this complex structure will behave,” 

“It’s almost certainly an example of cranking the system in the wrong direction […] 
and the control measures these nice, liberal folks are talking about to combat it—
small parameter adjustments, weak negative feedback loops—are way too puny!!!”

Donella was attending a meeting about how NAFTA/
GATT/the World Trade Organization was likely to 
make the world worse, not better:
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What are leverage points?

As I began to share it with others, especially with 
systems analysts who had their own lists, and with 
activists who wanted to put the list to immediate 
use, questions and comments came back that 

caused me to rethink, add and delete items, change 
the order, add caveats.
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12. Parameters

• E.g., air quality standards, wages, 
speed limits 

• Rates of things 
•“Probably 90—no 95—no 99 percent of our 
attention goes to parameters, but there’s 
not a lot of leverage in them.” 

• Parameters rarely change 
behaviour, unless… 

•… they go into ranges that kick off 
one of the items later on this list.
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11. Buffers (relative to flows)

• E.g., dam storage capacity, your 
current debt, store inventory 

• Amounts of things 
•“Soils in the eastern U.S. are more sensitive 
to acid rain than soils in the west, because 
they haven’t got big buffers of calcium to 
neutralize acid.” 

• Buffers are stabilizing 
• They also make systems inflexible 
• … and they’re usually expensive
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10. The structure of material 
stocks and flows

• E.g., road layout, baby booms 
• “The leverage point is in proper 
design in the first place.” 
• “After the structure is built, the leverage is 
in understanding its limitations and 
bottlenecks and refraining from fluctuations 
or expansions that strain its capacity.”
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9. The lengths of delays, relative 
to the rate of system change

• E.g., how far away the hot water 
heater is, how long it takes to get a 
new vaccine to market 

• Delays often cause oscillations 
• Hard to respond to short-term 
changes when with long-term 
actions 
• “Overlong delays in a system with a 
threshold, a danger point, a range past 
which irreversible damage can occur, cause 
overshoot and collapse.”
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8. & 7. Loops

• E.g., preventative medicine, 
whistleblower protection; soil 
erosion, wealth, population growth 

• Negative feedback loops are self-
correction mechanisms 
•“The strength of a negative feedback loop is 
important relative to the impact it is designed 
to correct. If the impact increases in strength, 
the feedbacks have to be strengthened too.” 

• Positive feedback loops are growth 
mechanisms 
• Weakening the gain of a positive loop is key 
to controlling it
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6. Information flows

• E.g., publicizing pollution rates, 
putting the power meter in the 
hallway instead of the basement 

• Changing who has access to 
information tends to create new 
subsystems (e.g., feedback loops)
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5. Rules

• E.g., everyone gets one vote, you 
can’t use your debit card if there’s 
no money in your account, everyone 
is muted when they join the Zoom 
call 

• “Power over the rules is real power” 
• “Pay attention to the rules, and to who has 
power over them.”
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4. Power over system structure

• E.g., technology, ecosystem 
succession, evolution; changing 
anything on this list 

• “A system that can evolve can 
survive almost any change, by 
changing itself.” 

• Rules for self-organizing: how, 
where, and what a system can add 
onto or subtract from itself under 
what conditions
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3. Goals

• E.g., ecosystems seek 
homeostasis, culture seeks 
mimesis, public businesses seek 
growth and consumption in service 
of shareholder ROI 

• Ronald Reagan: “The goal is to get 
the government off our backs”
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2. Paradigms

• E.g., the Earth orbits the sun, 
masks limit the spread of 
respiratory viruses 

• Shared social agreements about 
the nature of reality: what the actors 
in the system value/assume to be 
true 

• All other aspects of systems come 
from the system’s paradigms
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1. Transcending paradigms

• The realization that there are no 
paradigms — and that that is, itself, 
a paradigm 

• If no paradigm is right or true, then 
we may choose the one(s) that help 
to achieve our purpose(s)
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Meadows, D.  (1997). Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System. 
Whole Earth. 
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Whole Earth. 

Abson, D. J., Fischer, J., Leventon, J., Newig, J., Schomerus, T., 
Vilsmaier, U., von Wehrden, H., Abernethy, P., Ives, C. D., Jager, N. W., & 
Lang, D. J. (2017). Leverage points for sustainability transformation. 
Ambio, 46(1), 30-39. 10.1007/s13280-016-0800-y
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Yet, “Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System” …

… lacks substantive evidence and 
justification.

This list was not exactly tightly 
reasoned.

“
Suddenly, without quite knowing 

what was happening, I got up, 
marched to the flip chart, tossed 
over to a clean page, and wrote…

[…]

As I began to share it with others, 
especially with systems analysts 

who had their own lists, and with 
activists who wanted to put the list 

to immediate use, questions and 
comments came back that caused 

me to rethink, add and delete items, 
change the order, add caveats.

[…]
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Yet, “Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System” …

… lacks substantive evidence and 
justification. 

… depends on non-actionable 
metaphysics.
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Yet, “Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System” …

… lacks substantive evidence and 
justification. 

… depends on non-actionable 
metaphysics.

“
I have watched in wonder as a new 

leader in an organization comes in, 
enunciates a new goal, and swings 
hundreds or thousands or millions 

of perfectly intelligent, rational 
people off in a new direction.

[…]

If you have no idea where to get a 
purpose, you can listen to the 

universe (or put in the name of your 
favorite deity here) and do his, her, 

its will, which is probably a lot 
better informed than your will.
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Yet, “Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System” …

… lacks substantive evidence and 
justification. 

… depends on non-actionable 
metaphysics. 

… was a work in progress!
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Yet, “Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System” …

… lacks substantive evidence and 
justification. 

… depends on non-actionable 
metaphysics. 

… was a work in progress!

The reason for this introduction is 
to place the list in a context of 
humility and to leave room for 

evolution.

what you are about to read is a work 
in progress. It’s not a simple, sure-

fire recipe for finding leverage 
points.

[…]

“
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This presentation is therefore an 
echo of that 25-year-old invitation 
— a call to again "think more 
broadly about the many ways 
there might be to get systems to 
change.” 
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Ways forward:

Rethink leverage in the context of 
systemic design, not systems dynamics 

Developing actionable design principles 
for the “design” and “intent” types of 
leverage (Abson et al., 2017) 

Systemic design for high-leverage 
strategies 

Leverage analysis: stopping rules? 
Evaluating relative leverage?

 “You keep pointing at the anomalies and failures in the old 
paradigm, you keep speaking louder and with assurance from 
the new one, you insert people with the new paradigm in places 
of public visibility and power. You don’t waste time with 
reactionaries; rather you work with active change agents and 
with the vast middle ground of people who are open-minded.”

Murphy, R. J. A., & Jones, P. (2021). Towards Systemic 
Theories of Change: High-Leverage Strategies for 
Managing Wicked Problems. Design Management 
Journal, 16(1), 49-65. 10.1111/dmj.12068
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Signals of possibility

Leverage is recursive 

Leverage is relative 

Beyond leverage points
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with the “power to transcend 
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Empowerment and education 
of youth about the policy
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Signals of possibility

Leverage is narrative 
Klein, G., & Wolf, S. (1998). The role of leverage points in option generation. 
IEEE Transactions on Systems, Man and Cybernetics, Part C (Applications and 
Reviews), 28(1), 157–160. https://doi.org/10.1109/5326.661098 

Leverage is strategy 
Murphy, R. J. A., & Jones, P. (2021). Towards Systemic Theories of Change: 
High-Leverage Strategies for Managing Wicked Problems. Design 
Management Journal, 16(1), 49-65. 10.1111/dmj.12068 
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OUR LEVERS ARE 
LONG ENOUGH!

We just don’t know 
where to put them.
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How does leverage 
actually work in 

systems change?
We need a modern 
theory of leverage 

for systemic design. 
→ ←
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ryan@fulcra.design

72


