
Becoming a systems activist 



Welcome

How are 

you arriving 

today? 



Our Learning Journey

A: The foundations of systems leadership 

1. Thinking in systems
2. Your role in leading change 
3. Understanding your system

C: Building collaborative capacity and taking 
collaborative action

5. Building collaborative capacity  
6. Partnering across difference 
7. Changing systems through collaborative action 

D: Learning as a driver of systems change

8. Developing good learning habits and culture; 
measurement and impact

B: Becoming a systems activist 

4. Skills and behaviours for systems leadership 

Skills sessions: 
● Relationship building; developing empathy
● Understanding biases; valuing difference
● Storytelling; change conversations; influencing
● Negotiation 



Recap



● Getting on the balcony: view the system as a whole and engage with the complexity

● Distinguishing adaptive from technical work: this defines the work of leadership

● Viewing systems leadership as an activity: mobilising for change

● Understanding yourself within a system: role(s), authority, and how to go beyond

● Understanding your system: map allies, relationships and power; opportunities and 

obstacles; resources to mobilise

● Thinking strategically: what can you do now, on the path to longer-term goals?  

Recap
Modules 1, 2 and 3



Leadership requires learning

Observe

Intervene Interpret

What is happening?
Watch and listen to the 

events and patterns 
around you 

Why is it happening?
Form multiple 

hypotheses of the 
underlying challenges

How can I intervene?
Design appropriate 
ways to address the 

challenges

Recap



Becoming a systems activist 



Closing and Survey 

Today

Group work

___

Understanding the system activist

Introduction and Recap

B: Becoming a systems activist 

4. Skills and behaviours for systems 
leadership 

Skills sessions: 
● Relationship building; developing empathy
● Understanding biases; valuing difference
● Storytelling; change conversations; influencing
● Negotiation 

Break

Mindsets for systems leadership

Group work

Introduction to negotiation



Key learning 

What motivates a system activist? 

What sustains a system activist?

Why am I a system activist?

How can I think like a system activist? 

How can I be a better negotiator?



Understanding the system activist



The systems activist 

You in the system

● Why are you here?

● What’s your history?

● What’s important to you?

● What strengths and weaknesses do you bring?

● What resources and authorisation do you have?



The systems activist 

Getting the best from yourself

● Get on the Balcony

● Listen

● Watch out for distractions

● Find mentors and advisors with perspective

● Remember how your role is distinct from your self



In small groups answer in turn

Why do I do this work?

● Why did I start? Is that still the reason? 

● What do I enjoy about it? Why is it important to me?

● What helps to keep me going? 

Continue until 10:20, then take a 5 minute break. 

We will restart at 10:25



Group work and Break 



Changing our Mindsets to Change 
our Systems



“ The success of our actions as change-
makers does not depend on what we do 
or how we do it, but on the inner place 

from which we operate ”



“ We cannot transform the behaviour of 
systems unless we transform the quality of 
attention that people apply to their actions 
within those systems, both individually and 

collectively “



“Exploring the edges of the self means shifting 
the inner place from which one operates. It 

means opening the mind, the heart, and the will. 
It means suspending old habits of judgment. It 
means empathizing. And it means letting go of 
what wants to die in oneself and letting come 

what is waiting to be born.”



Opening the mind to challenge our assumptions.

Opening the heart to be vulnerable and to truly hear one another.

Opening the will to let go of pre-set goals and agendas and see 
what is really needed and possible.

Three openings required for systems leadership
Otto Scharmer and Katrin Kaufer, Leading from the Emerging Future

Mindsets



Be curious
- Why do I frame the problem the way I do?

Be empathic
- What values are at stake; why do I care?

Be brave
- What else could success look like?

Three openings required for systems leadership

Otto Scharmer and Katrin Kaufer, Leading from the Emerging Future

Mindsets



What assumptions are you making? What if they are not true?

In your groups consider how to apply these mindsets to your purpose - increasing physical 
activity

Group Work

What values does your purpose touch on? Why might people resist change?

Is there anything about your purpose that could be looked at in a different 

way? How might you reframe it to open up new possibilities?

Make sure everyone has time to talk. We’ll bring you back in at 10:55.



Introduction to negotiation 



Assumptions:

● Goals assumed to conflict

● Win-lose: want biggest slice of fixed pie

● Relationship is of low importance

● There are plenty of alternatives

Distributive negotiations - aka ‘haggling’ 



Approach:

● Positional bargaining

● Anchor expectations

● Ultimatums and threats

● Concede grudgingly

Distributive negotiations - aka ‘haggling’ 



Risks:

● High risk of failure - may not matter if plenty of good alternatives

● Arbitrary outcomes

● Not suited to complexity

● Can leave value on the table

● Risk of damage to ongoing relationships

Distributive negotiations - aka ‘haggling’ 



This might be fine for single issue negotiations, or where there 

is complete information, or no ongoing relationships...

...but for everything else...

...a different approach



● Getting to Yes, Roger Fisher and William Ury

● Professor Brian Mandell

“The art of letting others have it your way”

● Why negotiate?  Each sees the other having something they want or need

Integrative or ‘principled’ negotiations



Assumptions:

● Goals of the parties do not necessarily conflict: win-win is possible

● A problem to solve, not a battle to win: looking for a mutually 

satisfactory agreement in an efficient and amicable manner

● There may be more than one outcome acceptable to all

● Ongoing relationships are important

Integrative or ‘principled’ negotiations 



Approach:

● Separate the people from the problem

● Focus on interests not positions

● Develop options for mutual gain: exchange information, find trade-offs, 

probe

● Use objective criteria

Integrative or ‘principled’ negotiations 



Risks:

● Low risk, but can be difficult to shift a stubborn positional bargainer -

question, probe, reframe

● Information overload

● Can be hard to know when to stop exploring and start deal-making

Integrative or ‘principled’ negotiations 



When to use:

● Especially good when:

○ Multiple issues

○ Complexity

○ Ongoing relationships matter

Integrative or ‘principled’ negotiations 



How might you approach: 

Buying a house? 

Asking for a raise?

Deciding where to go on holiday?



Closing



Next Steps

B: Becoming a system activist 

Skills sessions: 
● Relationship building; developing empathy 27 April 3pm
● Understanding biases; valuing difference 4 May 3pm
● Storytelling; change conversations; influencing 6 May 9:30am
● Negotiation 11 May 9:30am



End 


