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In our society, we are used to facing challenges and problems from linear approaches: 
policies, management tools, indicators, projects, everything is designed to act in 
structured systems, in which the causes and effects can be identified. and problems 
have solutions.  

Increasingly, however, we are becoming more aware that the toolboxes and knowledge 
we have are of little use in contexts of complexity and uncertainty. The really important 
challenges can only be successfully addressed with systemic approaches integrating 
global trends, the particularities of the territory, the cultural and social values, and the 
rules that make our system work.  

We all know the theory very well, but how do we go from theory to practice? That is 
much more difficult. 

Let me start by saying that I always try to make sense of what I’m doing and I try to 
build coherence between objectives, actions and impact. But many years ago I 
discovered that this is not how things work in the policy arena or in society in general.  
Many of you sure share this feeling that usually institutions and people are putting their 
energy into things that are not really the important ones. People systematically ignore 
the reality of the environment and the consequences (or non-consequences) of their 
actions. We spend so many hours every day in so many meetings, we rely on studies 
of experts, we promote public consultations and debates to define strategies, 
objectives and action plans and we keep busy monitoring and controlling processes. 
People, institutions, against all evidence, still believe that we can decide, with the help 
of experts, the targets we want to achieve and then create roadmaps, strategies, action 
plans and key performance indicators to achieve the desired targets. When what we do 
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does not work, we look for experts to help us to find solutions and fix the problems. If 
the problems are too big, we break them into parts to find more easily solutions for 
each one of the parts. We constantly try to create processes and procedures that can 
be replicated and scaled-up, and that lead to predictable outcomes. And we judge 
success and failure based on whether things go just as we predicted, ignoring that the 
problems we are trying to address with our actions are not improving. We are talking 
about climate change, pollution, waste of resources, poverty, persistent unemployment 
and many other problems that are a result of our actions and of our way of living.  

Before discovering systems thinking for me it was quite frustrating and difficult to 
understand why so many people with so good intentions, experts on their fields, very 
committed to the common good, and working so hard to improve things were having 
not so much impact….  

 

I think it was in 2018, I was in a bookshop looking for interesting books for Eastern 
holidays and the book “Systems thinking for social change” from David Peter Stroh fell 
into my hands. Most of you surely know about this book, which is “a practical guide to 
solving complex problems, avoiding unintended consequences and achieving lasting 
results” 

This book was definitively what I had been looking for, for so long without knowing that 
I was looking for it or that it existed. This book explained in a very easy way why many 
actions promoted by public administrations, NGOs, companies, universities… are not 
providing the promised or expected results. It explained why good intentions, hard 
work, and compromised people don’t provide results without a deep understanding of 
how systems work and if they are not focused on leverage points.  

My search in the last three years has focused on finding answers to the question of 
how can we articulate the necessary transformative collective action to move the 
current system into the desired directions. This is towards more sustainable, inclusive 
pathways, or towards the SDGs  

Before explaining the work we are doing in Catalonia, I’ll explain how I understand the 
context for public policies in relation to sustainability transitions. 
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As you might agree, public policies should be oriented to addressing those challenges 
that are important for people, for society. These challenges are normally highly 
complex and therefore require systemic approaches taking into account the multiple 
dynamics that occur in the territory. 

We use the multilevel perspective framework developed by Geels and Schot. We need 
to take into account dynamics happening at three levels: 

First, in red, we have global challenges, such as climate change or the aging of the 
population, they are trends over which we have very little control. 

Then, in green, we have the dominant socio-technical systems, that is, the systems 
that provide us with food, health, education, energy, etc. Each of these systems, with 
their institutions, practices, norms, technologies and routines, tend to be very stable 
and difficult to change. Global trends, such as climate change, put stress on these 
systems and destabilize them, opening windows of opportunity for change and 
transformation. 

And, in blue we have emerging innovations developed by researchers, innovators, 
entrepreneurs, companies, or communities of practice, which promote alternatives to 
the dominant systems, opening new development pathways. 
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What we observe in all territories is a dialectic between the dominant system, the 
system of mass production and mass consumption based on an intensive use of fossil 
fuels, and the alternatives that are emerging, which could be the circular economy, the 
collaborative economy or the regenerative economy. 

The transition from the old to the new is not linear and is a path full of unknowns and 
uncertainties…. Public policy has to help and guide the transformation processes, but 
in no case does it have the capacity to direct the transformation. Transformation is a 
very difficult and complex process precisely because the traditional sectors, those that 
we want to transform, are the pillars of our economy, they are the ones that 
concentrate experience and investments and are the ones that employ many people 
and, therefore, they have to keep working. And, therefore, large part of public policies 
and research and innovation are focused on improving these traditional sectors and 
solving the many problems they generate. 

Public policies, of course, have to support the activities that constitute the pillars of our 
economy but, at the same time, they have to support entrepreneurs, innovators and 
communities of practice that explore, promote and make viable the alternatives that will 
allow us to move towards more sustainable and inclusive futures. We are talking about 
new business models and new value chains, but also about new social practices. 
Giving support and legitimacy to these alternatives, so that they can grow, become 
viable and consolidate is a very important function of public policies.  

The discussion is not about choosing between the old and the new, it is not about 
deciding who the winners are and who the losers are. We need both the old and the 
new to build the future. The problem arises when all the resources of the system are 
invested in the old system and those actors with power don’t allow alternatives to 
emerge or want to decide which alternatives should be supported.   

We are seeing this very clear in the energy sector, for example.   
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The work we are doing with shared agendas for sustainability and social change in 
Catalonia focuses on how can we support and reinforce bottom-up initiatives opening 
more sustainable alternatives for the territories, empowering the actors in the territory 
to co-build the future they desire for their territory.  

 

Our work with shared agendas is based on the creative tension model of Peter Senge 
and on the 4 stages defined by David Peter Stroh for systemic change.   

According to this model, when people have a shared vision or aspiration for the future 
and a shared and deep understanding of where they are now and why, they establish a 
creative tension that moves them to change things in the desired directions. 

The first step is to establish the basis for collective transformative action. This implies 
engaging key stakeholders in codesigning shared visions for the future and building 
capacities for collaboration. 

The second stage is about building a shared understanding of what is happening in the 
system and of why it is happening, accepting people’s responsibilities for the current 
reality. This implies a change of mindset. 

The third stage is about helping people to make an explicit choice in favour of what 
they really want, becoming aware of the costs and the benefits of achieving their vision 
for the future.  

The fourth stage is about transformative action. It is about helping stakeholders to 
bridge the gap between the future they desired and their current situation. For that, 
they need to identify leverage points and focus their efforts on those few coordinated 
actions with a high potential of transformative change and impact at the systems level.  

I’ll explain the Catalan shared agendas for sustainability and social change through 2 
examples. 

The first example is the agenda of the Terres de Lleida, a rural territory in Catalonia. 
Their shared agenda is about reorienting the dominant intensive productive model 
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towards the circular bioeconomy generating new value chains for the benefit of the 
territory.  

All shared agendas are started by a coalition of diverse actors aiming at addressing a 
common challenge with a shared vision. People are usually interested on how are 
these stakeholders activated?  

 

Usually the actors in the territory identify a common problem that needs to be urgently 
addressed and which is connected to an opportunity for the territory. Usually a trigger 
activates the process. In the case of Terres de Lleida it was a competitive call from the 
Catalan Government for addressing systemic territorial challenges through 
transformative innovation. 

In response to this call, eight municipalities identified the circular bioeconomy as an 
opportunity to develop effective responses to the problems generated by an intensive 
model of livestock production. They began a process of reflection and exploration with 
the actors of the territory to redefine value chains and business models and to promote 
investments in technological infrastructures that are necessary for the transformation. 
This is an ongoing process and it has been working with them and with other shared 
agendas, that we are developing conceptual frameworks, methodologies and tools.  
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In all shared agendas, the first step is to build a common framework to address a 
challenge shared by the actors involved. It is very important to develop a shared and 
deep understanding of the whys of the current situation, as well as a shared vision of 
the future they want for their territory. 

The million-dollar question is always the same for all territories: how do we move from 
the current situation to the future we desire. There are no simple answers to this 
question. Defining portfolios of experiments to explore possible alternatives related to 
technologies, new business models, logistics or consumption practices is the way to 
move forward, combining the old with the new and opening new possible pathways. 
The important thing here is not to lose the purpose: the objective are not the 
experiments or the innovation, the objective is transformative change.  

 

In a shared agenda, there are many actors involved. These kind of processes are slow, 
but it is through these processes that the necessary complicity and trust among actors 
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is built. Shared agendas do not work on the basis of consensual actions, but rather on 
the basis of groups of actors who have shared objectives and who want to collaborate 
to achieve them. On the Lleida agenda, 7 thematic working groups have been set up, 
each with its own dynamics to address specific challenges within the shared agenda. 

The purpose of shared agendas is to orient stakeholders’ attention to the opportunities 
for the territory and to focus their efforts to overcoming the obstacles that prevent these 
opportunities from becoming a reality. Having a participatory governance system and a 
technical office for the entire agenda is key to align the efforts of the various actors to 
achieve the maximum transformative impact.  

Many people ask us what concrete results have these shared agendas achieved so 
far? As I said, the purpose of the shared agendas methodology is to change the 
dynamics of collaboration among the actors in a territory, generating the creative 
tension between the current situation and the future they desired, empowering them to 
take responsibility for their own future based on a better understanding of the system. It 
is about empowering them to undertake collective transformative action. 

 

Another example of shared agendas is the one of the Bages region, addressing the 
challenges generated by the aging of the population and particularly the problems of 
dependency and chronicity. From these problems, they are building opportunities for 
the territory, which is becoming highly specialised on health services and products and 
it is improving the wellbeing of the people.  

This slide shows the capacity of the actors of the Bages territory (public 
administrations, universities, hospitals, NGOs, technological centres, companies, to co-
develop a portfolio of  tools supporting collaborative dynamics and transformative 
action oriented to improve the wellbeing and to generate new economic opportunities 
for the territory.  

Shared agendas are always built on existing initiatives. They are not about doing new 
things but they are about doing things with a collective purpose, focusing efforts on a 
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few coordinated actions having a higher impact. For that, it is key that actors have a 
deep understanding of the forces in the system hindering and facilitating change in the 
desired directions. 

 

And here system mappings can be a very useful tool. We are exploring how to 
integrate them into shared agendas methodology. With the team of Reimagined 
futures, these last months we have been working on a systems mapping of the forces 
hindering and facilitating the transformation of the Catalan food system towards 
sustainability. Based on the methodology of the Omydiar Group, we cocreated this map 
with stakeholders from the food system trying to integrate as many perspectives as 
possible.  

We have learnt that achieving a systemic and shared understanding of a complex 
challenge or system is an “impossible mission”. Systems and the interrelationships 
between their elements are constantly evolving and each actor wants to see his own 
narrative reflected in the map. To connect and to make sense of the multiple and 
divergent narratives is a huge challenge. It is key that the discussions with 
stakeholders based on a solid back-office work, including the reading of documents 
and interviews with experts. It is not possible to co-create a meaningful map from 
scratch with all stakeholders. It is very important to be able to integrate all the different 
voices and perspectives avoiding that any group imposes its own perspective. The bad 
news is that this requires a lot of work. There are not shortcuts to address those 
challenges that really matter to people.  

As I was saying, it is impossible to build a complete system’s map.  When we finished 
the process there were some critics that the map is not complete, it does not show 
everything …. Of course, this is true. However, in any case, what we have with the map 
is much more than we had before… and the map has generated new narratives 
integrating multiple perspectives and opening new possibilities that we could not have 
imagined before doing this collective work. During the process of co-creating the map, 
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conflicts among different visions and interests also emerged. Systemic transformation 
always requires managing conflict and expectations and building on these tensions to 
allow the emergence and consolidation of new possibilities. The key question is not 
how to avoid conflict but how to manage conflict and how to avoid that vested interests 
stop us from doing what is so urgently needed.  

When we talk about systemic approaches, we must not forget that the processes, the 
path and the dynamics that are being built during the processes are much more 
important than the results.  

 

If you are interested in how to integrate systems thinking into public policies to 
accelerate transitions towards sustainability…. I invite you to register and to look at the 
videos and materials available in the MOOC Promoting innovation for sustainability 
transitions in the Mediterranean, available in the Interreg Euro MED Academy. It is an 
open and free course requiring a dedication of 12 hours. It is addressed to policy 
makers and other professionals engaged in sustainability transitions, with a focus on 
the Mediterranean area. And there is the option to obtain an official certification from 
the Interreg Euro MED Academy (created in the framework of the new Interreg Euro 
MED cooperation programme). 

Our intention with this MOOC has been to provide frameworks and tools to address 
sustainability transitions with systemic approaches, combining theory and practice and 
views experts and practitioners from different fields. If you are interested in knowing 
more about systems mapping, I highly recommend you to watch Viliana’s video 
presenting the map on the challenge of macroplastics in the Mediterranean.  


