Systems Strategy Toolkit: A Practical Guide
for Systemic Reform

By Mario G. Picon, Lecturer — Reclaiming Development

I. Toolkit Purpose and Philosophy

This toolkit is designed for practitioners tasked with navigating institutional complexity. It
facilitates the transition from merely diagnosing systemic failures to designing strategic
interventions capable of disrupting stagnant equilibrium and shifting systems over time.

Our core philosophy recognizes that systemic reform is rarely the result of a single, isolated
event. Instead, it is an emergent process, a transformation that matures through the strategic
orchestration of five essential elements:

o Strategic System Understanding: Developing a rigorous, non-linear view of the
landscape.

o Identification of Leverage Points: Pinpointing specific nodes where interventions yield
disproportionate impact.

o Alignment of Incentives and Power: Addressing the underlying drivers of actor
behavior.

e Coalition Mobilization: Orchestrating diverse alliances to sustain reform momentum.

e Transformation of Paradigms: Reshaping the fundamental goals and mental models
that govern the system.

I1. Phase 1: System Diagnosis (Understanding the
Landscape)

Before proposing an intervention, a strategist must interrogate the current system to understand
why it persists in its present state. This phase focuses on the "path dependency" that keeps
suboptimal systems in place.

Diagnostic Checklist

o What specific system is producing the problem I am attempting to solve?

e Who are the primary and secondary actors maintaining this system?

e Who benefits from the current system equilibrium, and what do they gain?

e Who is systematically harmed or excluded by the current arrangement?

o What specific incentives (economic, social, or political) keep the system operating as it
does?

Stakeholder Mapping



To move beyond surface-level analysis, utilize the following framework to categorize the actors
within your system:

Actor Category Strategic Description: What to Look For

Official organizations and established legal structures that provide the

Formal Institutions "rules of the game."

Informal Power  |Unofficial groups, patronage links, or relationships that wield significant
Networks influence behind formal facades.

Bureaucratic gatekeepers or entrenched interests with the statutory or de

Veto Players facto authority to stall or block implementation.

Actors who exert pressure indirectly, often shaping the agenda through

Hidden Influencers| . . . .
social capital, economic leverage, or advisory roles.

Key Insight: Most reform strategies fail because they treat symptoms rather than systems.

II1. Phase 2: Leverage Point Diagnostic (Identifying Entry
Points)

Identifying a leverage point is a technical exercise; activating it, however, is a political one.
Utilizing Donella Meadows’ framework, we categorize interventions by their potential to disrupt
the status quo.

Intervention Levels

o Shallow (Parameters): Adjustments to budgets, program inputs, and technical
specifications. These are often the easiest to change but the least likely to transform the
system.

e Moderate (Structures):

o Rules: Altering the laws, regulations, and formal procedures that govern
behavior.

o Information Flows: Enhancing transparency and accountability mechanisms to
change who knows what and when.

e Deep (Intentions):

o System Goals: Redefining what the system is fundamentally designed to
optimize.

o Paradigms: Shifting the underlying beliefs and mindsets that dictate how the
system is perceived and operated.

Where is the deepest leverage point realistically accessible to you given your current resources
and mandate?

IV. Phase 3: Political Economy Check (Analyzing Power
Dynamics)



Recognizing a leverage point provides the "where" of intervention, but navigating the "how"
requires a cold-eyed assessment of the political equilibrium. Systems persist because power
protects them.

Diagnostic Questions

Who stands to lose—materially or politically—if the system changes?

Which specific actors hold the "veto" over this reform?

What tangible risks do insiders face if they choose to champion this change?
Which actors might provide quiet support, even if they cannot lead the charge?

b=

Hard Truth: Systems rarely change because evidence proves they are inefficient; they
change when power relationships shift. If you cannot identify the specific risks to insiders,
your reform strategy is likely blind to its greatest obstacles.

V. Phase 4: Coalition Strategy (Building Reform Alliances)

Systemic reform is not a solo endeavor; it requires polycentric governance. As Elinor Ostrom
demonstrated, complex systems evolve through the coordination of multiple interacting actors
rather than a single, top-down authority.

Essential Coalition Actors
To shift incentives inside a system, you must mobilize a diverse set of stakeholders:

o Institutional Insiders: Reformers within the apparatus who understand its internal
mechanics.

e Reform-Oriented Political Leaders: Those with the mandate to provide legal and
political cover.

o Civil Society Organizations (CSOs): Groups that represent public interests and provide
external pressure.

o Private Sector Innovators: Entrepreneurs and businesses whose interests align with a
more efficient system.

o Knowledge Communities: Experts who provide the frameworks and evidence to justify
the new direction.

VI. Phase S: Strategic Experimentation (Learning and
Adaptation)

Once a coalition is formed, the goal is to begin the process of "Adaptive Reform." As Yuen
Yuen Ang suggests, success comes from improvising within imperfect systems and allowing
solutions to emerge through trial and error.

Examples of Small Experiments



o Pilot Programs: Testing new delivery models in a controlled environment to build a
proof of concept.

o Participatory Mechanisms: Experimenting with governance structures that include
stakeholder voices in decision-making.

e Regulatory Innovations: Applying "sandboxes" or temporary rule changes to observe
systemic reactions.

e Local Experiments: Implementing institutional shifts at the municipal or departmental
level before scaling.

VII. Phase 6: Paradigm Shift (Transforming System
Purpose)

The ultimate objective of systems change is to redefine the "Mission" of the institution.
Following Mariana Mazzucato’s framework of mission-oriented governance, we aim to align all
actors around a shared public purpose.

Shifting the Paradigm

From To

Citizens as service recipients: Passive Citizens as co-creators: Active participants in the
beneficiaries of bureaucratic output. generation of public value.

Government fixing market failures: Government shaping missions: Proactive
Reactive interventions to repair private leadership in creating and shaping markets for the
sector gaps. public good.

VIII. Practitioner’s Final Reflection

Before finalizing your strategy, conduct a final audit of your intervention design:

1. System Definition: What specific system equilibrium am I actually trying to disrupt?

2. Leverage Access: Is my chosen leverage point deep enough to cause change, yet
accessible enough to reach?

3. Coalition Feasibility: What specific alliance of actors will protect this reform from being
co-opted or reversed?

4. Incentive Alignment: What combination of actors and pressures will successfully shift
the internal incentives of the system?

FINAL DIRECTIVE: Remember: Systems rarely change through one bold reform. They
change through strategic interventions that accumulate over time. Your task is not to fix the
system in a single stroke, but to initiate the cascade of changes that makes a new equilibrium
inevitable.
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