
 

 
 

Systems Mapping 
Glossary of Key Terms 

 

Actor:  Any entity who interacts with a system. Actors include stakeholders, who have vested interests 

in all or part of the system’s functioning. 

Connection: A visual depiction of the relationship between two factors in a system map. A connection 

includes an arrow, indicating flow (e.g. Factor A affects Factor B), with +/- symbols at the beginning and 

end of the arrow, indicating direction of change (e.g. as Factor A increases, Factor B decreases). 

Deep structure: The one loop in a system map that tells the dominant story of the system, uniting the 

other loops. It captures the most important and repeating elements across all loops. Discovering the 

deep structure is critical to moving from the step of creating loops, to knitting these loops together to 

build a system map.  

Dynamic: What a connection illustrates, i.e. the force of change one system factor exerts on another.  

Factor: A node on a system map, representing a quality or condition in a system that is increasing or 

decreasing as part of a dynamic feedback loop. A factor is typically expressed as a word or short phrase 

that captures something important from the S.A.T. analysis. 

Framing Question: The point of inquiry that guides analysis of the system and its broader context. 

Guiding Star: The desired future system toward which an initiative is working. It is not time bound and 

serves as a navigational tool as the initiative makes impacts and adapts over time. 

Leverage: A place in a system where relatively small engagements can have much larger impacts over 

time. 

Loop: A series of cause-and-effect connections between factors that circles back on itself, creating a 

complete feedback cycle. Loops can be vicious (leading to ever worsening outcomes), virtuous 

(improving outcomes over time), stagnating (keeping things from getting better), or stabilizing (keeping 

things from getting worse). 

Near Star: A major outcome of the initiative, which aligns with and is a significant step toward the 

Guiding Star, believed to be achievable in 5-10 years. 

Pattern: A dynamic or loop that repeats, leading to consistent and predictable system performance.  

Structural, Attitudinal & Transitional (S.A.T.) analysis: A structured, holistic framework for 

documenting upstream causes and downstream effects of the themes that illuminate key system forces. 

The causes and effects yielded by S.A.T. analysis provide the raw data in creating factors and the 

connections between them, i.e. the components of dynamic feedback loops. 

• Structural causes/effects are the institutions, infrastructure, and environment—natural and 

built—that affect people’s lives.  
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• Attitudinal causes/effects include widely held norms—explicit and implicit—social capital, 

culture, values, group grievances, beliefs, group narratives, and relationships that affect the 

level of cooperation between groups or people. 

• Transactional causes/effects involve interactions between leaders in the system. 

System: A bounded set of interrelated or interacting elements that maintains itself in a in consistent or 

viable state through dynamic feedback loops.  

System forces: The people, trends, events, norms, beliefs, phenomena, institutions, laws, policies, etc. 

that affect how the system works. These are separated into two types: 1) An enabler is a significant 

force in the environment that supports, encourages, or increases the health and effectiveness of the 

system as defined in a guiding star and 2) An inhibitor is significant force in the environment that 

undermines or prevents the health and effectiveness of the system as defined in a guiding star. 

Theme: A short statement that describes how a group of ideas pertaining to what is currently enabling 

or inhibiting system health are related.  
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