
 

 
 
How systems thinking can help journalists and their 
communities confront complex issues 
 
Through an applied learning initiative, Journalism + Design is bringing systems thinking to 
local news organizations around the country. Here's an overview of what a systems approach 
means for journalism and how you can partner with J+D to bring these tools into your own 
news organization. 

 
 
WHAT IS SYSTEMS THINKING? 
 
The world is full of difficult problems: violent extremism, migration, income inequality, and 
climate change, to name just a few. These seemingly intractable problems can be 
overwhelming when you try to understand all of their moving and complex parts.  
 
But it’s important to remember that problems are actually problem spaces, made up of a host 
of interconnected forces that work together to create and exacerbate the issue. 
 
Think about local crime in a city like Baltimore. Now think about what causes crime. Go 
beyond criminals committing unlawful acts, and consider instead the litany of factors that 
contribute to the local crime rate: unemployment, a lack of education, high incarceration 
rates, recidivism policies, poverty, and access to guns are all parts of the overall system that 
cultivates crime. 
 
When you think about crime through the lens of the many forces that fuel it, then you're 
thinking in terms of systems. A system itself is composed of people, resources, relationships, 
values, perceptions, interactions, and norms that are interdependent and produce patterns of 
behavior. 
 
Systems thinking is a mindset and a practice that enables you to understand and work with 
these complex problems, which are often defined by uncertainty and rapid change. Systems 



 

thinking is the ability to see a system as a set of forces, connections, and evolutionary 
properties that make up a whole.  
 
Why does this matter? Go back to the example of a city's crime rate — an issue that is 
complex, volatile, and unpredictable. A systems thinking approach, which helps create clarity 
out of complexity, allows you to identify an expanded set of options that could help drive new 
and innovative approaches to your coverage.  
 
 
HOW CAN JOURNALISTS USE SYSTEMS THINKING? 
 
When people look to the media for information on pressing issues that face their 
communities, they often get that information in pieces, told through individual news stories. 
The trouble with this approach is not the individual news story, but the fact that siloed news 
stories may not adequately connect those pieces to help the audience develop a more 
complete picture of how the parts relate to one another and form a bigger whole.  
 
If communities don't understand the interplay between the myriad factors that drive complex 
problems, they may be less likely to identify their true roots and develop approaches that 
stick.   
 
Let's revisit the example of local crime. The news will tell you what happened: a homicide was 
committed, adding to a growing list of murders so far this year. But the story is bigger than 
that. Each of the factors we mentioned earlier are all a part of why this crime happened. But 
for journalists, attempts to explain the roots of complicated issues often run into industry 
challenges, whether it be deadlines, a lack of collaboration, scarce resources, or ingrained 
traditions.  
 
S ystems thinking can be a mindset for journalists to help understand and report on complex 
issues in a way that is practical and realistic given the day-to-day demands of the news cycle. 
By looking at problems through the lens of interconnected systems, journalists can take a step 
back to both examine the bigger picture and identify opportunities to collect and share 
information that better empowers their communities to confront these problems. 
 
Beyond a mindset, systems thinking also includes hands-on tools that can be used to delve 
deeper into complex issues. Recognizing the time and resource constraints that belie today's 
shrinking local newsrooms, we have developed a set of systems thinking tools that journalists 
can use — whether on a deadline or writing a longer, investigative piece — that will help 
them tell these important, difficult stories and  work within their newsroom's demands. 



 

 
 
HOW JOURNALISM + DESIGN IS BRINGING SYSTEMS THINKING TO NEWS 
ORGANIZATIONS 
 
At Journalism + Design, we’re developing a series of workshops and resources on systems 
thinking for journalists, news organizations, and the communities they serve. Our goal is to 
integrate systems thinking into newsrooms, classrooms, and communities to equip 
journalists and stakeholders with new tools and approaches to tell complex stories. We want 
to help newsrooms work with their communities to unpack big problems and empower the 
public with relevant, actionable information to address them.  
 
Our workshops are flexible and can be tailored to a news organization or community's 
particular needs. We don't prescribe or predetermine a particular set of outcomes for these 
workshops. Instead, we work with organizations to identify their goals and then develop a set 
of workshops and resources that use systems thinking and human-centered design to help 
them achieve those goals.  
 
Journalism as a field and industry is in a constant state of flux, and we want to provide each of 
our partners a specially customized space to think creatively and explore the tools that will be 
most useful to them.  
 
The systems thinking workshops we’ve designed can help journalists and news organizations 
shift their approaches and mindsets in inventive and powerful ways, including by: 
 

● Applying an approach to journalism that tells complex stories in a way that equips the 
audience with the information they need to more effectively confront problems and 
unlock change; 

● Surfacing new ideas to expand and diversify the kinds of stories being told and 
potential sources for a story;  

● Seeing how the structure of a system dictates the outputs and consequences; 
● Exploring how interconnectedness and complex cause/effect relationships can enrich 

local reporting; 
● Developing and maintaining participatory and collaborative partnerships with 

non-media organizations such as universities, libraries, neighborhood associations, 
and other community groups; 

● Demonstrating how one’s own experiences and perspectives influence how a story is 
perceived; 



 

● Seeing themselves as part of the systems being reported on and recognizing 
themselves as stakeholders in the complex issues being written about;  

● Embracing uncertainty in reporting;  
● Gearing reporting for collective learning and collaboration; 
● Recognizing the patterns and structures that underlie individual events; 
● Identifying recurring patterns of behavior in events and reflecting them in reporting. 

 
Learning and applying a systems thinking approach for your journalism is a process and 
doesn't happen overnight. At J+D, we think it's key to continue working over time with the 
organizations or individuals with whom we partner and help them implement these tools and 
approaches. We seek to understand how journalists and newsrooms have integrated systems 
thinking into their practice and will use that feedback to learn, grow, and further develop our 
resources.  
 
 
WHEN JOURNALISTS BECOME SYSTEMS THINKERS 
 
Traditional Thinking  Systems Thinking 

Understands issues and problems as separate, 
siloed, and compartmentalized 

Recognizes interconnections and patterns 
between systems 

Practices individual + solitary learning, 
reporting, and working 

Uses participatory and collaborative practices  

Sees stories only as observable events  Seeks to understand patterns, structures, and 
mental models that drive events 

Tends to shy away from that which seems too 
complex to explain 

Comfortable grappling with uncertainty and 
complexity 

Holds one individual or group accountable in 
stories 

Understands systems generate individual and 
group behavior 

Sees industry models – 24-hour news cycle, 
deadlines, corporate sponsorship – as limits to 
growth 

Recognizes industry as part of a larger system, 
and identifies opportunities to change and grow 
within it 

Conceives of journalists as neutral  Acknowledges that journalists are stakeholders 

Sees journalism as being dictated by newsrooms  Engages in bottom-up reporting that gives 
people information on exploring ways forward 

 
 



 

 
HOW TO GET STARTED WITH SYSTEMS THINKING IN YOUR NEWSROOM 
 
Want to learn how to incorporate systems thinking into your newsroom or reporting? With 
support from Democracy Fund and the Knight Foundation , J+D is offering hands-on 
workshops for journalists who are interested in applying a systems approach. Thanks to the 
generosity of our donors, we’re able to offer a certain number of workshops each year at no 
cost to the participants, with the possibility of providing a stipend for travel. 
 
To request a workshop or learn more about what we offer, fill out this form and tell us a 
bit more about your work. We'll get in touch and discuss next steps.  
 
Here's what you can expect from our workshop process: We recommend beginning with an 
introductory workshop, which will provide an opportunity for your team to become 
comfortable with this approach and get a high-level look at how systems thinking can enrich 
your journalism. We want to work with journalists and newsrooms who are open to these 
ideas and to change in their processes, so this introductory session can help you determine if 
systems thinking can take root in your work or organization.  
 
If you're interested in moving forward after our initial workshop, we can use a needs 
assessment survey, paired with feedback we receive during the introductory session, to build 
subsequent sessions that include more in-depth exercises.  
 
You can see a full menu of the different types of sessions and activities that we offer below, 
each of which can be tailored to meet your needs or tackle a specific project or issue that 
you're looking to launch.  
 
Interested in learning more?  Check out our resource folder , where we’ve put materials from 
a variety of sources that we’ve found useful about systems thinking. Further questions can be 
emailed to Kayla Christopherson at christok@newschool.edu .  
 
 
SYSTEMS EXERCISES THAT J+D OFFERS 
 
The following are various systems practices we can run with your organization and team. 
Many of these can be provided as crash courses or longer, in-depth workshops. Additionally, 
these can be run as standalone exercises, or can be combined based on the needs and desires 
of your organization. 
 

https://www.democracyfund.org/
https://knightfoundation.org/
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfS8jzS-LvVWOksloYcZTwXQ_SQHB63Dt0S88aAws5vtgIofg/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfS8jzS-LvVWOksloYcZTwXQ_SQHB63Dt0S88aAws5vtgIofg/viewform
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1djNdcjzafYpU25MTnoLG8pBR0u6FrT_7
mailto:christok@newschool.edu


 

 

Name + Length  Who It’s For  Overview  Outcomes 

Introductory 
Workshop 
 
2 - 3 hours 

Journalists, 
newsrooms, and 
organizations who are 
interested in 
incorporating systems 
thinking into their 
day-to-day 

This introductory 
workshop provides 
participants with the 
hands-on experience 
of learning the 
fundamentals of 
systems thinking. 
Through interactive 
games and exercises – 
including our Chaos 
Map exercise listed 
below – participants 
will lay the 
groundwork of how to 
apply systems thinking 
to their day-to-day 
reporting and 
operations.  

An introductory 
understanding of 
systems thinking 

Opportunities to learn 
and collaborate as a 
team 

New and creative ways 
of thinking about how 
to report on complex 
problems 

Understanding how 
individual beats and 
coverage areas in a 
newsroom can 
intersect and work 
together 

Actor Mapping 
 
1 ½ - 2 hours 

Journalists who want 
to understand and 
expand their sources 

Actor mapping is a 
visual representation 
of key organizations or 
individuals that make 
up, influence, or are 
affected by a specific 
issue or topic. 
Participants work and 
learn together to map 
and analyze actors and 
their relationships. 

Identify new and 
diverse sources 

Newsrooms and 
organizations seeking 
to expand and 
diversify their sources, 
partnerships, and 
networks. 

Opportunities for 
relationship building + 
collaboration 

Visual map of key 
sources, actors, and 
stakeholders 

Action plans for 
inclusion + diversity 

Deeper understanding 
of the general 
landscape of a 
particular issue 

The experience of 
collaboration and 
participatory team 
learning 



 

Appreciative Inquiry 
 
4 - 8 hours 
or 
2 -3 days 

Newsrooms – 
especially executives 
and management – 
and organizations 
seeking to innovate 
and grow internally 

Appreciative inquiry is 
intended as a tool for 
uncovering 
organizational 
challenges and 
developing new and 
innovative processes. 
It is a guided practice 
to help organizations 
support greater 
collaboration 
internally and create 
shared spaces where 
stakeholders can be 
creative and generate 
new ideas. 

New ways of thinking 
about challenging 
problems 

Newsrooms, 
journalists, and 
community 
stakeholders working 
together to explore a 
common topic, issue or 
problem. 

Creating spaces for 
open participation and 
new ideas 

Stronger relationships 
between coworkers 

The creation of a 
shared vision for an 
organization or 
project's future 

Better understanding 
of how to work with 
different communities 

Implementing new 
ideas and processes 
within your newsroom 

Exploration of a topic 
from multiple 
perspectives 

Understanding others’ 
beliefs, values, and 
priorities 

Ecocycle Mapping 
 
1 - 1 ½ hours 

Journalists seeking to 
understand the 
evolution of an issue or 
topic over time 

Ecocycle mapping is a 
unique way to 
understand how an 
issue or topic has 
evolved over time. It 
provides participants 
with the opportunity 
to work together and 
create a visual that 
helps them 
understand where 
energy and resources 
have been allocated 

The ability to chart any 
given topic to see its 
evolution, patterns, 
and behaviors over 
time 

Newsrooms or 
organizations working 
to innovate internally 
and understand how 
they’ve evolved over 
time. 

Recognizing internal 
gaps in understanding 
and exploring new 
ways of reporting on 
an issue 

Ability to see how 



 

towards the issue, 
where there are gaps, 
and where there is 
potential for new 
stories, sources, and 
angles. 

events relate to one 
another and larger 
issues 

The experience of 
collaboration and 
participatory team 
learning  

Chaos Mapping 
 
20 - 30 minutes 

Journalists, 
newsrooms, 
organizations, and/or 
community members 
who want to better 
understand and 
examine a topic, 
problem, or issue  

Chaos mapping gives 
participants the 
chance to understand 
just how complex and 
connected most issues 
and topics are. It is an 
opportunity for 
journalists to work 
collaboratively, 
develop new ways of 
thinking, and 
brainstorm new 
threads and angles for 
their reporting. 

A tool for making 
connections and 
understanding 
complexity 

New opportunities for 
collaboration amongst 
reporters 

The ability to identify 
and understand 
complex cause + effect 
relationships 

Unique angles or 
insights for reporting 
on individual beats 

Systems Mapping 
 
2 - 3 hours 
or 
2 - 3 days 

Journalists, 
newsrooms, 
organizations, and 
community members 
who want to better 
understand and 
examine a topic, 
problem, or issue  

A systems mapping 
exercise takes 
participants through 
an entire systems 
practice in a short 
amount of time. 
Participants will use a 
hands-on practice to 
understand 
connections, complex 
cause + effect 
relationships, and 
feedback loops that 
may be contributing to 
and fueling a 
particular issue or 
problem. This process 
lets participants build 
a systems map from 
the ground up to 
identify new ideas for 

A “learn by doing,” 
hands-on systems 
thinking practice 

The recognition and 
understanding of 
forces, connections, 
and interactions that 
drive a system 

An ability to identify 
diverse and unique 
sources 

The experience of 
collaboration and 
participatory team 
learning 

Identifying 
underreported or 



 

stories, needs, and 
opportunities for 
collaboration and 
distribution that 
empower people to 
make change.  

untold stories 

World Cafe  
 
1 ½ - 3 hours 

Journalists, 
newsrooms, 
organizations, and/or 
community members 
who want to better 
understand and 
examine a topic, 
problem, or issue  

The World Cafe 
provides a unique 
opportunity for 
journalists and 
community members 
to come together 
around a particular 
topic. In facilitated 
small groups, 
participants discuss 
questions and prompts 
in order to understand 
diverse perspectives 
and experiences. 

An opportunity to 
interact with new and 
diverse community 
members 

Stronger and deeper 
relationships with 
other journalists and 
community members 

Understanding how an 
issue impacts different 
people in different 
ways 

Informing story ideas 
and framing to more 
accurately represent 
different perspectives 
on an issue 

Finding creative and 
collaborative 
approaches to an issue 

Becoming a hub for 
inclusion, 
participatory 
processes, and 
community 
stakeholders 

 
 
Special thanks to the following for their systems thinking insight and materials that guided, 
shaped, and influenced this guide:  
Forum for the Future 
FSG 
The Omidyar Group 
Social Innovation Exchange 

https://www.forumforthefuture.org/
https://www.fsg.org/
https://www.omidyargroup.com/
https://www.socialinnovationexchange.org/


 

Social Innovation Generation 
The Systems Studio 
The Systems Thinking Playbook  by Dennis Meadows and Linda Booth Sweeney 

http://www.sigeneration.ca/
http://thesystemstudio.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Systems-Thinking-Playbook-Exercises-Capabilities/dp/1603582584

