
SYSTEMS MAP

Hella Hernberg | Aalto University | Design for Government | 14 Mar 2022



OUR INTERPRETATION

Creative Commons – Attribution (CC BY 3.0) Earth by Cassie
McKown & Psyche designed by Julian Claus from the Noun Project



“Everything we think we know about 
the world is a model. 
Our models do have a strong 
congruence with the world. 
Our models fall short of  representing 
the world fully. “
– Donella Meadows



The purpose of systems mapping 
at DfG:

- Understanding
- Sensemaking
- Intervention design
- Communicating, storytelling



A systems map/model can include:

- Elements or entities in the system, including their roles
- Their relations, such as

• Power relations
• Contracts
• other

- Flows, such as
• Decision flows
• Communication
• Knowledge transfer
• Resource flows

- Feedback loops



DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
SYSTEMS MAPS



Systems mapping excercise:  
Choose a type of map / method that makes 
sense for your project group:

-  (a): The Rich Picture: 
 Process oriented, one-human perspective
-  (b): CATWOE model: 
 Process oriented, birds-eye view
- (c): STEEP model: 
	 A	more	general	mapping	of	the	different		 	 	 	
 elements and relations, birds-eye view.



Checkland & Poulter, 2006



THE RICH PICTURE

Checkland & Poulter, 2006



In making a rich picture, the aim is to capture, 
informally, the main entities, structures and 
viewpoints in the situation, the processes 
going on, the current recognized issues and 
any potential ones. 

A rich picture expresses crucial relationships in 
the situation, not just immediately but through 
time.  

Checkland & Poulter, 2006

THE RICH PICTURE
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THE RICH PICTURE



The rich picture can serve as a basis for 
discussion with client / stakeholders: “This is 
how we are seeing your situation. Could we 
talk you through it so you can comment on 
it and draw attention to anything you see as 
errors or omissions?”

The picture can be an ongoing process, 
getting richer as inquiry proceeds.

Checkland & Poulter, 2006

THE RICH PICTURE
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CATWOE 
ANALYSIS

“CATWOE” is part of the Soft 
Systems Methodology

Customers affected by the activity 
(beneficiaries or victims)
Actors performing the activity
Transformation process = the 
activity
Worldview that defines the activity
Owners, who could stop or 
change the process
Environmental constraints outside, 
which are taken as a given 

Checkland & Poulter, 2006



Social
Technological

Environmental
Economical

Political

STEEP MODEL



‘License to Heat’ project on post-oil heating, DfG 2020, by Hsin-Yun Lai, Daniel Leiviskä, Anh Nguyen, Emile Rebours
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Public Procurement system model, DfG 2016: Ilari Laitinen, Anna Pyyluoma, Noomi Schulman



Systems model by DfG 2016 Waste team 1: Suvi Kinnarinen, Merja Lang, Riikka Ylitalo
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DfG

Shortened
breeding
cycle

Soy & Grain 
Based Feed 

Osteoporosis

Dietary
recommendation
More Milk 
for Calcium
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Excessive 
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The Vicious Circle

Our body discharge sulphur 
and phosphorus that are 
abundant in protein, and 
while doing so calcium is 
also expelled to make the 

required chemical 
reaction. 

Soy & grain feed is one of 
the prime source of short-
ened breeding cycle and 
industrial farming.  

Finland is among the 
countries with the highest 
rate of osteoporosis. 

Meat taken from young 
cattle isn’t good enough 
for other recipe but meat-
balls, burgers and laatikko, 
which are associated with 
all the more problematic 
eating habits.

If we can keep dairy cattle as long as 
we traditionally did and feed them on 
hay, we can produce really good steak 
parts. The beef parts you buy from Eat 
& Joy are exactly these! 

Fair enough, we are encouraged to 
drink more milk, which will reinforce 
calcium deficiency. 

Finns are encour-
aged to drink milk 
for calcium and all the 
lunchrooms provide fresh 
milk. Paradoxically, high 
dairy intake coupled with 
high meat consumption 
provides us with excessive 
protein, which causes even 
more calcium deficiency. 

We spend €5.1 billion out of its €50 billion 
state budget to diabetes alone. During the 
next 20 years, a population-wide interven-
tion directed at salt intake and dietary fat 
quality could potentially save €150-225 
million annually, which may be reinforced 
by aging of the Finnish population.From Beef Finland project /Seungho Lee, 2012





Systems mapping excercise (1 hour)
Within your team, choose one of the options a, b, or c: 

Exercise, option (a) Rich Picture

Based on your research, choose “a person” 
representing a stakeholder group. Sketch a rich 
picture map based on their situation within your 
bigger system. Keep in mind other key people 
and entities that are relevant issue or resource 
owners in the situation. Keep also in mind 
relevant roles, (power) relations, flows, etc. 

I.e. “follow the people” from one human point-
of-view



Exercise, option (b) CATWOE analysis

Based on your research, choose “an activity” 
representing a key issue/problem over time.  
Develop a map of the activity based on 
milestones, touchpionts, people and entities. 
Keep in mind relevant roles, (power) relations, 
flows, etc. Think also of obstacles, or poits of 
divergence that are relevant to the situation.

I.e. “follow the process” from a birds-eye point-
of-view



Exercise, option (c) STEEP model

Based on your research, map out relevant 
elements of the system, such as different 
stakeholder groups, organisations, artefacts, 
policies, technologies, processes, etc. 
differentiating Social, Technological, 
Economical, Environmental and Political 
aspects. 

Develop a map of the entities and their 
relations. Keep in mind relevant roles, (power) 
relations, flows, etc. 

I.e. “follow the system” from a birds-eye point-
of-view



“We can’t control systems or figure them out but 
we can dance with them!”
– Donella Meadows


