
Welcome back!  In the last module, we covered a lot of ground.  

You learned about “fixes that fail” and why a systems practice 

can be a powerful way to build strategies that match the 

complexity of the types of problems you are trying to solve.  

We gave you brief examples of attempted solutions from 

across the world.  These ranged from the subsidy program on 

Kiribati to food aid programs in Ethiopia to microfinance 

initiatives in Bangladesh and Arab Spring protests in Egypt.   

Now it’s time to introduce you to three case studies that we’ll 

follow for the rest of the course. You’ll meet three teams 

working on very different cloud problems—education, 

democracy, and peacebuilding—and get “behind the scenes” 

glimpses of how they implemented a systems practice to 

inform their strategies. You’ll learn that this process is not 

always straightforward. It usually causes some participants to 

have moments of doubt and question whether it is really worth 

the time, but they’ll also share the moments of insights and 

clarified thinking. Ultimately, all three teams believed that 

adopting a Systems Practice was worth the effort. 

In this reading, we will: 

• Introduce you to the U.S. Education team, the Vibrant

Public Square team, and the Transforming Peacebuilding

team at Omidyar Network, Democracy Fund, and Humanity

United

• Give you an overview of the four key “systems practice

mindsets” and ways that your thinking will shift as you

adopt these approaches

• Explain how to bound your system and develop “guiding

stars” and provisional “near stars” to orient your work

SYSTEMS 
PRACTICE IN 
ACTION 

“Building the capacity to shift 
from reacting to co-creating is 
anchored in relentlessly asking 
two questions: What do we 
really want to create? and What 
exists today?  

This creative tension, the gap 
between vision and reality, 
generates energy, like a rubber 
band stretched between two 
poles. Helping themselves and 
others generate and sustain 
creative tension becomes one 
of the core practices of system 
leaders.”  

-Peter Senge, Hal Hamilton, &

John Kania in “The Dawn of

Systems Leadership”  

3 Real Teams Try Systems Practice 
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CASE STUDY 1 
Tackling the U.S. Education System at  
Omidyar Network 

Isabelle Hau and Ashley Beckner stared at a 
sprawling array of sticky notes on the wall and 
wondered what they had gotten themselves into.  
They were trying to arrange the notes, which 
represented key forces and factors in the U.S. 
education system, into visual sequences to tell a 
story of why inequities in the U.S. education 
system persisted. Yet the task was proving 
increasingly frustrating.  
 
Both women were used to strategy development 
driven by linear timelines, trend analysis and 
investment theses. Isabelle had previously served 
as an executive director at Morgan Stanley, where 
she worked in venture capital investing and 
investment banking.  Now she was a Venture 
Partner at the Omidyar Network.  Ashley started 
her career in investment banking before 
becoming the founding director of finance, 
strategy, and operations for a New Orleans 
charter school. Now she is an Investment 
Associate at Omidyar Network.  
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ABOUT THE US EDUCATION TEAM AT 

OMIDYAR NETWORK 

Omidyar Network is a philanthropic 

investment firm dedicated to creating 

opportunity for people to improve their 

lives. Established in 2004 by eBay 

founder Pierre Omidyar and his wife Pam, 

the organization invests in and helps scale 

innovative organizations to catalyze 

economic and social change.  

Omidyar Network has been investing in 

global education markets for several 

years and built an opportunistic portfolio 

of investments in U.S. Education.  In 2016, 

Omidyar Network decided to evaluate the 

potential expansion of their activities and 

build a dedicated strategy for investing in 

education in the US. Isabelle Hau was 

appointed to lead this effort.   



“I’m used to doing analytical, quantitative, or operational kind 

of work where you just make a decision, execute, and it just 

happens in a predictable amount of time,” Ashley noted. 

 

Yet, when they were tasked with developing Omidyar 

Network’s systems strategy to increase activities in U.S. 

education, they decided to pursue a new approach—applying a 

systems practice lens to their work. Recognizing that their 

ultimate goal was to change the system of education rather 

than just bolster a few key organizations, they opted for a 

practice that could match the scope and complexity of the 

problems they were seeking to address. They wanted a way to 

deeply understand the system and engage directly with key 

stakeholders. Accordingly they set out from the start with the 

intention of using a participatory approach to learn from a 

diverse array of people – students, teachers, parents, policy 

makers, funders, entrepreneurs and other system leaders – to 

understand where the  individuals inside the system identified 

key areas for impact. 

 

Their process to build a systems map was sometimes difficult 

and did not follow a linear trajectory. But ultimately Isabelle, 

Ashley and their team--with the help and support of hundreds 

of contributors--built a visualization and accompanying 

narrative that captured the collective intelligence of many 

diverse stakeholders across the U.S. education system. Their 

work uncovered surprising points of connection and potential 

places where their investments could have significant impact.  

Ultimately, they would use their systems practice insights to 

inform their new strategy.  You’ll follow their journey in this 

course. 

 

 

CASE STUDY 1 

“We decided to conceive of the 
U.S. education system by 
mapping a child’s learning 
journey from birth through 
work.  It turned out that it 
actually showed us many 
systems in one system.” 

- Ashley Beckner,        

Associate, Omidyar Network 

 

3 Systems Practice  |  The Omidyar Group  

Tackling the U.S. Education System at  
Omidyar Network 

“We wanted to use systems 
thinking to build a natural 
network of collaborators and 
think about collective impact.” 

- Isabelle Hau,               

Director, Omidyar Network 

 



Ashley and Isabelle will let you trace their entire 

systems practice process to date--from their 

decision to use the approach, to the construction of 

their map, to their ultimate extraction of insights.  

You’ll learn how they discovered that improving the 

outcomes of the youngest American children might 

actually be connected to improving the education 

outcomes of their parents. You’ll also hear tips for 

how you can structure your own Systems Practice 

work and derive some lessons from what Isabelle 

and Ashley wish they had known when they started. 

When recalling why she decided to use Systems 

Practice as the primary way to develop her team’s 

strategy, Isabelle identified three main factors.  She 

wanted to use Systems Practice to: 

•  Incorporate diverse, on-the-ground input into 

Omidyar Network’s U.S. education strategy and 

make people involved in the system part of the 

solution. To achieve this, the team kicked off the 

process with 40 external stakeholders, 

conducted 200+ feedback sessions, visited 

many schools across the US, and held focus 

groups with parents, teachers and 

administrators to test various hypotheses on the 

map (more details on this process included in 

later modules). The inclusion of diverse actors 

was driven by the belief that solutions need to 

be co-created to jointly produce a mutually 

valued outcome. 
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•  Build networks by using a participatory 

approach. Isabelle and Ashley also wanted a 

purposeful and constructive way to reach out 

and engage others already working on various 

facets of the U.S. education system. “What we 

were intending to do was to build effective 

networks for our work going forward,” Isabelle 

observed, “We wanted to build partners who 

could understand what we were doing, where 

we were coming from, and what our role would 

be in the system. We wanted to use systems 

thinking to build a natural network of 

collaborators and think about collective impact.”  

The process of building a map and then getting 

feedback gave them a productive and neutral 

way of bringing a diverse assortment of voices 

into their work, and helped them achieve a 

relatively unique level of buy-in. 

•  Avoid being blinded by their own biases: “I 

come from an investment background so a 

traditional way of doing strategy is with an 

investment thesis,” Isabelle observed. But she 

knew that to tackle a complex problem like 

education, she might need to use a new 

methodology.  She thought a Systems Practice 

approach would help her team frame the 

problems they were trying to address in ways 

that were not limited by their own prior 

professional lenses. 

Tackling the U.S. Education System at  
Omidyar Network 

Why They Used Systems Practice 



To kick off her team’s Systems Practice work, 
Isabelle convened a core team internally at Omidyar 

Network. In their first meeting, the team had to 

figure out exactly how to focus their efforts.  

“There were a lot of questions around design that 

came up during that first meeting,” Isabelle 

recalled, “How would we figure out what to include 

or what not to include in our systems map and how 

does the framing question influence our future 

work?” 

Ashley remembered: “We decided to conceive of 
the U.S. education system by mapping a child’s 

learning journey from birth through work. It turned 

out that it actually showed us many systems in one 

system.” 

 This decision to map their system as the pathway 
of a child from “cradle to career” was a critical one

—and not actually the approach recommended by 

Rob and his team—because it made the scope of 

work quite massive. In hindsight, Isabelle sees both 

pros and cons to this approach of framing the 

system in such a broad way. 

 “We went for the high level map of the entire 

system,” Isabelle explained, “The pros of having that 

frame is that it enabled us to highlight important 

intergenerational connections between the parent’s 
education and the child’s education, which we 

wouldn’t have uncovered otherwise. The cons of 

having such a broad lens is that we couldn’t go into 

depth for any individual stage of the education 

system. I could see other teams making a different 

decision, but for us we were intentional about 

having our system broadly defined at the outset.” 
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Isabelle and her team’s next step was to formulate 

their Guiding Star and Near Star.  Here’s what they 

came up with. (Please note that these reflect the 

team’s starting point for the development of their 

systems map and are being shared for the purposes 

of this case study. They may not ultimately be the 

final guiding and near stars for Omidyar Network’s 

U.S. education strategy.) 

Guiding Star: We are trying to move from a U.S. 

Education system that delivers low social mobility 

to a system that advances human potential 

regardless of race, culture, gender, socioeconomic 

background, or other human difference by 

catalyzing learning and enacting passion and 

motivation to pursue opportunities. We envision a 

U.S. education system that starts at birth and 

focuses on competencies and mindsets, beyond 

core literacies. This system is personalized, joyful, 

inspires life-long learning anywhere and anytime 

and empowers communities and parents/caregivers 

in a child’s learning journey. 

Near Star: All children in the U.S. build the 

foundational literacies, competencies, and mindsets 

that enable them to learn and thrive in life and 

work. 

To formulate these guiding statements, a lot of 

external research and internal discussion happened 

behind the scenes. “We looked externally at all of 

these different equivalents of guiding stars or 

mission statements from educational funders,” 

Isabelle notes.   

 

Tackling the U.S. Education System at  
Omidyar Network 

Bounding the System Developing Guiding & Near Stars 



CASE STUDY 1 
Tackling the U.S. Education System at  
Omidyar Network 

Ashley adds that they workshopped these 

statements first with their core team, and then 

with the whole global education team at 

Omidyar Network. “It was a heavily creative and 

iterative process in terms of revisions,” she says, 

“We basically gave them seven different options 

and asked them to determine what resonated 

with them and what didn’t. We had to be very 

thoughtful with every single word. We spent a 

long time on words but those words are now 

crucial to where we’re headed with our strategy 

so it was very important.  I did have moments of 

frustration when I was stuck revising a single 

sentence and I wondered if this work would go 

anywhere. But our carefully crafted guiding star 

and near star became critical to the process and 

to the insights influencing our strategy 

development. So spending time on getting them 

right, albeit frustrating, was crucial.”   
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After landing on their Guiding Star and Near Star 

and getting feedback on both statements from 

internal and external stakeholders, Isabelle and 

her team were ready to take their Systems 

Practice work forward.  This meant pulling their 

Near Star into a Framing Question that they 

could use to kick off their brainstorming.  Here’s 

what they came up with: 

Framing Question: What are the forces that 

affect the ability of U.S. children to build 

foundational literacies, competencies and 

mindsets that enable them to learn and thrive in 

life and work? 

In the next module, you’ll learn how Ashley and 

Isabelle used that Framing Question to carry 

their brainstorming further. 

 

 



CASE STUDY 2 

Tom Glaisyer is the Director of the Public Square 

Program at the Democracy Fund. His career 

trajectory hasn’t been conventional. He started 

out by earning a bachelors degree in 

manufacturing systems engineering and 

economics from the University of Birmingham in 

England.  

 

“I always liked thinking in terms of systems and 

system models,” he said, “I just knew that what 

interested me were social and political issues 

rather than manufacturing metal parts.” It took a 

mid-career break to allow him to restart a career 

centered on media and democracy just as the 

industry was being convulsed by change.   
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ABOUT DEMOCRACY FUND 

The Democracy Fund is a bipartisan 

foundation established by eBay founder and 

philanthropist Pierre Omidyar to help 

“ensure that the American people come first 

in our democracy.” It is part of The Omidyar 

Group. They have three main priorities and 

invest in nonprofit organizations that work in 

each of these areas: 

•  Principled leadership and effective 

governance: Equipping elected leaders 

to deliberate, negotiate, and serve the 

American people. 

•  Modern elections and money in politics: 

Ensuring that the views and votes of 

citizens come first in our democracy. 

•  Vibrant media and the public square: 

Helping people understand and 

participate in the democratic process. 

Working Towards a Vibrant Public Square 
at Democracy Fund  



Tom was hired in July, 2014 to lead the Vibrant Media and the 
Public Square initiative at Democracy Fund with the mandate 

to spearhead the Democracy Fund’s mission to invest in 

innovations and institutions that help people understand and 

participate in the democratic process, with a focus on local 

media.  

 

When Tom started at the Democracy Fund, the young 

foundation was working with its board to develop strategy, and 

they ultimately settled on using a systems approach. Tom was 

an enthusiastic early adopter. Nevertheless, the process was 

intense and took 18 months to complete. At the end of that 

journey, Tom and his team emerged with a compelling 

articulation of how players like Facebook and Google were 

dramatically reshaping the news industry, a sense of how 

imperative it was to keep local newsrooms diverse and locally 

representative, and hypotheses for how Democracy Fund 

could invest in keeping media vibrant and inclusive.  In this 

course, Tom will walk you through how his team put a systems 

map together and the new insights that emerged which have 

been foundational to how he hired his team, targets his grants, 

and executes his approach. 

 

Broadly, his team knew that reporting, informed dialogue, and 

sharp debate all feed democracy in U.S. communities. But they 

also knew that local news outlets were dwindling.  Audiences 
and advertisers were shifting to digital and mobile platforms — 

leaving media deserts in locations where coverage once 

flourished.  At the same time, promising local journalism 

experiments were cropping up across the country. Tom needed 

a process to wrap his head around all these dynamics, 

understand the connections between them, and figure out how 

to best leverage the Democracy Fund’s resources to promote 

positive systems change. 

 

 

 

 

CASE STUDY 2 

“You don’t do a systems 
approach and then go back to 
how you did your work before.  
A systems map is a different 
artifact than a value chain 
analysis or some other strategy 
visualization. It gives you a 
whole different way of looking 
at the world.  It’s ideal if you’re 
dealing with a problem that is 
dynamic and complex, where 
you can’t just analyze it and 
assume A leads to B leads to C.” 

- Tom Glaisyer,              

Director, Democracy Fund  
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Working Towards a Vibrant Public Square  
at Democracy Fund 



To kick off this work, Tom and his team first had to 

decide what system they were trying to tackle and 

understand. Was it all of the media?  All of the 

democratic process? Tom used economic terms to 

understand the boundaries of his systems:  

“We bounded it in terms of supply-side dynamics.  

That means we thought of it in terms of the 

production of news and people’s engagement with 

it. We bounded it to exclude many demand-side 

components like questions of media literacy or 

engagement processes beyond the media. This had 

significant implications but gave our first effort in 

systems mapping necessary focus.”  
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Tom’s team also came up with the follow Guiding 

Star and Near Star. (Please note that in the case of 

Tom’s team, these were actually developed later in 

the process, but we’re presenting all examples of 

Guiding Stars and Near Stars in this first reading so 

that you have models to work from as you craft 

your own versions in Workshop 1.) 

Guiding Star: Every American is able to participate 

in democracy through a vibrant public square. All 

communities have access to the news and 

information they need to participate fully in their 

communities and our democracy.  Vibrant media 

institutions serve as a fourth estate, helping 

strengthen democracy and engage the public.  

Near Star: Every American has access to audience-

centered, trusted, resilient local journalism provided 

by sustainable and resilient newsrooms that 

operate as critical community hubs for information, 

dialogue and civic engagement. 

Then, Tom’s team began to understand the forces 

at work in their system using this Framing Question. 

(Please note that it is framed as a prompt, which is 

one way you can formulate a Framing Question).  

Framing Question: “You can’t understand how local 

journalism enables or inhibits a healthy democracy 

unless you understand…”    

In the next module, you’ll learn how Tom’s team 

used this framing question to trigger their 

brainstorming. 

  

Working Towards a Vibrant Public Square  
at Democracy Fund 

Bounding the System Developing Guiding and Near Stars 



Like the U.S. Education team at Omidyar Network, 

Tom deliberately wanted to make his Systems 

Practice work participatory to gather a diversity of 

expertise and experience. Tom grasped that his 

ultimate understanding would be much richer if he 

involved more people. “If you’re mapping 

something that is only known by one person,” he 

explains, “You’re just going to explicate what one 

person knows. Systems mapping is necessarily 

participatory.”  

He also sought to use map building as an 

opportunity to engage major external players, some 

who were already actively involved in his work.  

Yet when you start to introduce lots of new people 

to systems practice, you have to ensure that they 

have a clear understanding of the goals and 

necessary mindsets upfront.  In the first meetings 

with his core team and external team, Tom and his 

colleagues sought to help people shift from 

thinking exclusively from their individual expertise 

to taking a systems view.   

“Fundamentally, you have to get people to 

understand why it is valuable to have a holistic 

view,” Tom explains, “Deep expertise is not 

necessarily at odds with a systems view. But the 

best experts I know are also systems thinkers.  You 

ideally want to be bringing people into the process 

who can understand, shift between, and combine 

their expertise with the systems view.” 
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In the first workshop with external stakeholders, 

Tom said that it was essential to move from 

abstract talk to concrete exercises quickly: “When 

you’re changing something so fundamental, it’s 

important that you don’t just tell but do. You need 

to get people to understand the value of the 

approach practically. We found it was helpful to get 

people to think about a system as a story.” Once 

people had been oriented to the process and the 

mindset, they were ready to dig in and start the 

work.   

You’ll learn more about how the team at 

Democracy Fund carried their Systems Practice 

forward in the next module. 

  

 

Working Towards a Vibrant Public Square  
at Democracy Fund 

Scoping a Participatory Approach 



CASE STUDY 3 
Transforming Peacebuilding  
at Humanity United 

In summer 2013, Elise Ford was in Dakar, Senegal, 
leading Oxfam’s humanitarian policy and campaign 

work in the Sahel. Her work was meaningful and 

necessary. She was focused on helping countries 

respond to crises and build resilience.  Yet, after 

years of living in Africa tackling these critical 

issues, Elise found herself increasingly frustrated 

with the scale of the impact she was creating.  “I 

decided it was time to figure out how to support 

change at a different level,” she reflects.  

 

By October 2013, she had joined Humanity United, 

a foundation created in 2008 by Pam Omidyar to 

bring new approaches to intractable global 

problems including human trafficking, mass 

atrocities, and violent conflict. Elise’s new role was 

specifically to serve as the Director of Investments 

for the Atrocity Prevention Initiative. She was 

determined to figure out how philanthropic capital 

could be used as a meaningful lever for change 

across the world. 
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ABOUT HUMANITY UNITED 

 Humanity United is a foundation 

dedicated to bringing new approaches 

to global problems that have long been 

considered intractable. They believe in 

the power of people to bring about 

extraordinary change. When humanity 

is united, we can act together to create 

a powerful force for human dignity. 

Launched in 2008, Humanity United is 

part of The Omidyar Group, which 

represents the philanthropic, personal, 

and professional interests of Pam and 

Pierre Omidyar. 



When Elise joined Humanity United, she quickly realized that 

the Atrocity Prevention initiative—and the peacebuilding 

sector as a whole—was facing a moment of disillusionment 

that partially resembled her personal frustrations. Mass 

atrocities had just been committed in the Central African 

Republic. According to the U.N. between 3,000 and 6,000 

people had been killed. The Washington Post declared that 

“the world had failed the Central African Republic” and placed 

particular blame on the peacebuilding community, which had 

failed to adequately react for nearly two years. 

Elise reflects: “At Humanity United we realized that after five 

years of working in the field of atrocity prevention, we still 

didn’t have a good mechanism to respond to these kinds of 

acute crises. Lots of organizations around us also faced the 

same challenges and collectively we realized that the 

peacebuilding community’s response had been severely 

inadequate.”  

Elise had always tried to take a systemic view of the issues she 

was working on.  Her former employer, Oxfam, had even 

published an excellent guide to Systems Thinking and worked 

to apply the broad principles across their organization. Yet, 

within two months of coming on board at Humanity United, 

Elise was involved in an intensive Systems Practice 

methodology that she realized would shift her approach to 

social impact in even deeper ways.  

 

 

 

 

CASE STUDY 3 

“There is something very 
human and right about 
wanting to respond to 
immediate circumstances. I did 
a lot of relief work in Africa 
because I was compelled to do 
that.   

So when you look at the speed 
of change that can occur at the 
systemic level, it’s sometimes 
hard to grapple with.  You can 
feel on the day to day that it is 
difficult to see the progress.  
But you have to keep in your 
mind that engagement at the 
systems level is necessary 
too….We need to hold those 
two contradictory ideas in our 
head at once. We need to 
preserve our instincts to help 
at the human level while also 
trying to shift dynamics at the 
systems level.”  

- Elise Ford,                   

Director, Humanity United 
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Transforming Peacebuilding  
at Humanity United 



“At Oxfam, we always worked from a position of 
wanting to understand the broader context of 

stakeholders and where we could best play,” she 

says, “At Humanity United, we took those mindsets 

and set out on a deliberate two year journey to 

embed a Systems Practice approach into our work.”  

Ultimately, the work that Elise and her team did 

would reshape their outlook on the kind of impact 

they should create in the world and even prompt 

them to rename their initiative entirely. 

To kick off their Systems Practice work, a core team 
of Humanity United staff were assembled who 

brought either systems thinking expertise, policy or 

investing experience to the table. Throughout the 

two years that they engaged in this intensive work, 

the core team also strategically reached out to a 

number of external stakeholders to conduct 

interviews and bring in new perspectives. 

Unlike the U.S. Education team or the Vibrant Public 
Square Team who chose to hold large participatory 

workshops to start building their map, the 

Humanity United team used more individual 

interviews to engage outside voices. “We found it 

was actually quite difficult to build a map with a 

large number of people so we involved a core team 

of only two or three people during the process of 

actually building a map,” Elise remembers, “We 

found it was helpful to have someone who was not 

as deeply emerged in the substance of the issues 

participate because they could often offer a clearer 

view when they were not so steeped in the 

content.” 
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Her team also found it useful to start the process by 

bringing in experts. “If you have the ability to do so, 

convening leading experts in the field is something 

that I would recommend for teams approaching a 

new subject who really want to fast-track their 

knowledge,” she advises, “Their injection of 

conceptual expertise really worked for us. It was a 

really effective way to—within two or three months

—connect to people who play a leading role in the 

field and build upon their work.” 

They also intentionally incorporated perspectives 

from the countries where they work. “At the 

beginning of 2015, Burundi was on the verge of 

conflict so we launched a short-term program there 

trying to help prevent the outbreak of violence,” 

Elise recalls, “Through this work, we got the 

opportunity to sharpen our core assumptions, test 

our theories of change, and work out how we can 

maximize impact. This was critical for further 

evolving our strategy.” 

This mixture of Humanity United staff, domain 

experts, country experts, and stakeholders formed 

the core and extended team that would carry the 

Systems Practice work forward over the next two 

years. With the right mix of people engaged, the 

team at Humanity United set out to bound their 

Systems Practice work.  

  

 

Transforming Peacebuilding  
at Humanity United 

Why They Used Systems Practice 



CASE STUDY 3 
Transforming Peacebuilding  
at Humanity United 

Elise’s team came up with the follow Guiding Star 

and Near Star. (Please note that, like in the case of 

Tom’s team at Democracy Fund, Elise’s team 

actually developed these later in the process.  We 

are presenting them in this first reading so that you 

have models to work from as you craft your own 

Guiding Stars and Near Stars in Workshop 1.) 

Guiding Star: A fundamentally transformed 

peacebuilding system that fosters inclusive and 

sustainable peace.  

Near Star: Key actors within the peacebuilding 

system will begin to transform their practices, 

seeking adaptive approaches and promoting a 

culture of learning and reform. 
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Developing Guiding and Near Stars  
Because the situation in the Central African 

Republic was fresh on the team’s mind, they 

developed a framing question that sought to 

probe those troubling dynamics: 

Framing Question: Why has the 

peacebuilding system failed repeatedly to 

prevent violent conflict and to build inclusive 

and sustainable peace? 

They then set out to understand the core 

dynamics at the heart of the current system, 

the opportunities for leverage, and the 

specific ways that Humanity United could 

promote systemic change. You’ll learn more 

about those next steps in the next module of 

this course. 

 




