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PREPARING FOR  
SYSTEMS CHANGE

INTRODUCTION
The Systems Planning Essentials modules can be shared with coalition leadership and working group 
members, managerial staff, frontline workers, and other stakeholders involved in Systems Planning work that 
need basic foundations for understanding the current knowledge on homelessness and how to prevent and 
end it. This module is part of the baseline curriculum for Systems Planning Leadership and Organizational 
Leaders, and should be completed before moving through the Systems Planning Curriculum. 

In this module we will introduce some of the foundational systems change concepts necessary to begin the 
work of transforming our current response to homelessness in Canada. This module deals with key factors 
that impact how we respond to homelessness that include interpersonal, community mental models, power 
dynamics and structural or systemic factors. These concepts are introduced in order to build a shared 
framework and language as we move through the Systems Planning Curriculum.

In each section of this module we will provide some additional resources and activities to extend immediate 
learning, as well as, point to future modules in the curriculum where specific tools and resources will be utilized 
to build the capacity of all systems players.

TOOLS AND ACTIVITIES

Module Guide
 ○ Introduces key concepts, reflections

 ○ Resources - reports, articles, websites,  
video/audio clips

 ○ Companion to Webinar

Webinar
 ○ Aligned with Guide
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Results from the 2019 Systems Planning Collective (SPC) Needs 
Assessment report1, reveal 11 priority areas requiring technical 
support, training and resources. 

SECTION ONE

Tellingly, participants included  
relationship/trust building and change 
management alongside more focused 
priority areas like government relations 
and financial scenario modelling as  
areas in which they require support. 
Many communities are struggling to 
shift their culture from responsive, crisis 
oriented helpers of ‘the vulnerable’ to a 
planned, strategic upstream approach 
that puts the service user at the centre. 
This must be done in conjunction with 
redistributing power and creating a 
holistic, caring, and healthy environment 
for people experiencing homelessness, 
front-facing organizations, communities 
and other relevant public systems.  

Central to the work of ending home-
lessness are the individuals and 
their relationships, both existing and 
those that need to be developed and 
stewarded, and the trust that needs to 
be fostered between the sector, those 
we serve and the systems/sectors that 
intersect on the issue. The relational 
dynamics, like homelessness itself,  
are complex and often remain hidden 
or disconnected from the process until 
we face challenges and then often the 
solutions are not at all clear because we 
exist in it. Kania, Kramer and Senge’s 
(2018) the Water of Systems Change 
provides a simple and effective  
metaphor to illustrate these conditions. 

4. Financial 
Scenario Modelling 

 5. Government  
Relations

6. Performance 
Management 

11. Systems 
Mapping

 10. Systems  
Integration

2. Change  
Management

1. Actionable Data  
& Analytics

3. Creating Action 
Plans

8. Private Sector 
Engagement 

 7. Policy 
Development 

 9. Relationship/
Trust-Building 

COMMUNITY PRIORITIES
Participants identified needing more technical support, training, 
and resources around these priority areas. 

1 Systems Planning Collective, (Systems Planning to 
Prevent and End Homelessness: Community Progress 
and Priorities Across Canada, 2019) Retrieved from 
https://www.homelesshub.ca/SPC-Needs-Assess-
ment
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The deeper work of systems change then is to find ways to better ‘see the water’ or the conditions that work 
to keep homelessness in place. There is a growing intersectional body of work we draw on to deepen our 
understanding of how to create meaningful change through collaboration that we can apply to our system 
planning efforts. The foundational concepts introduced in this module will be developed further in later  
SPC modules.

GOALS FOR MODULE 1
In Module 1 we identify aspects of the systems planning process that present both key opportunities  
to deepen collaboration and move forward or places where we may become resistant to change.  
By understanding where some of these fault lines lie, we can bring intention to our work, address them  
as they arise and prevent the frustration and pessimism that can creep into our work as we work to  
sustain momentum.

In this module we will begin to identify how some of these changes impact other parts of our systems that may 
at first seem unrelated. We will share some additional resources for those who want to explore further while 
laying the groundwork for future modules in the curriculum where specific tools and resources will be applied 
to answer the ‘how’.

MODULE 1 WILL:
 ○ Identify the perceived and real barriers to  

transforming from a single system approach to 
engaging multiple systems across sectors

 ○ Discuss some of the impacts that can/could  
occur as we transform from ‘behaving’ like a siloed 
system to ‘understanding’ how we interact as part 
of complex and overlapping systems made up of 
diverse interests and actors

 ○ Lay the groundwork for future modules by pointing 
towards where changes will be further developed 
with practical tools and strategies connected to 
systems planning

 ○ Share additional resources or bodies of work that 
can support this work as it unfolds 

2 Kania, M., Kramer, & Senge, P. The Water of Systems Change, June 2018 retrieved from https://bit.ly/2Gj7l93 April 17, 2019. 

A fish is swimming along one day when another fish 
comes up and says “Hey, how’s the water?” 

The first fish stares back blankly at the second  
fish and then says “What’s water?”   
- The Water of Systems Change²

https://bit.ly/2Gj7l93
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SYSTEMS THINKING INVOLVES  
“SHIFTING THE CONDITIONS THAT  
HOLD “HOMELESSNESS” IN PLACE” 

From System  
to Systems

FROM  
EMERGENCY  
TO PREVENTION 
& SUSTAINING 
EXITS

From emergency response and crisis management to prevention 
and sustainable homelessness exits. Many resources dedicated to 
homelessness are focused on emergency response instead of moving 
upstream to address the systemic and structural reasons people become 
homeless in the first place while wrapping housing and supports around those 
who do become homeless until they stabilize.

FROM CHARITY  
TO HUMAN RIGHTS

Shifting from a focus on the homeless-serving system to integrating the 
broader social safety net’s systems of care. We cannot expect the limited 
and strained homeless serving system to resolve the failure of other parts of 
the much larger safety net ecosystem: health, housing, child welfare, justice, 
settlement, poverty reduction, social inclusion systems and other services that 
aim to strengthen Canada’s social safety net to prevent homelessness from 
occurring in the first place. Arguably, due to the holes in upstreaming these 
different systems of care have led to the need for homelessness services to 
begin with systems planning. This means homelessness is a systems policy 
issue that requires federal, provincial, and community-led systems integration. 
Shifting upstream involves all the systems - from the homelessness serving 
system to the broader social safety net.

FROM SYSTEM  
TO SYSTEMS

From an Eligibility-based (charity) to a Rights-based Model - Shifting from 
an eligibility-based to a rights-based model recognizes that certain benefits 
and services should be available universally and are basic human rights. To 
implement this shift, a reorientation from controlling access through strict 
eligibility and prioritization criteria to ensuring that the safety net guarantees 
basic human rights for all, including the right to housing, safety, belonging, 
choice etc.



pg. 

5

FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPTS/ELEMENTS 

COMPLEXITY
Ojibwe author David Treuer discusses how the counter narrative 
to one of tragedy for Indigenous people is not one of hope but 
complexity. He suggests: “a counter-narrative to a tragic 
narrative is not a story of hope. Hope is just the other side 
of the tragic coin.”

For Treuer, there’s another answer, one that doesn’t flatten 
people’s stories.“So, the opposite of that to me is a story 
of complexity, and creativity, and nuance, and depth, and 
layers. That is the truth, for me, of our lives.” (CBC Out In 
the Open)³.

Similarly, our reductive focus on emergency responses to  
the tragedy of homelessness and its related conditions has 
contributed to its growth as an intractable social problem. The 
counter narrative to intractable homelessness then is to engage 
fully with its complexity.

When engaging in systems planning and systems integration, 
we are grappling with new levels of complexity. The default 
homeless-serving system is itself engaging in challenges and 
issues that require new ways of thinking and working. At the 
same time, we must engage more deeply with multiple public 
systems that are themselves complex and undergoing profound 
changes. While our global pubic consciousness(es) have begun 
to grapple with how complex our societies have become, the 
natural world has undergone this shift for a while. However, the 
interaction between the two and the impact of technology has 
put this whole process into hyper-drive. Humans everywhere 
are experiencing both the excitement and the dread of what 
is occurring at a rapid pace - dubbed the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution. This matters because maintaining a broader 
awareness can assist us as we develop ways to support people 
doing the work across dynamic systems, sectors and complex 
relationships that impact homelessness. As we work to bring 
about organizational and system-wide changes, we also seek 
ways to support people to make personal and relational change.

“A counter-narrative to 
a tragic narrative is not 
a story of hope. Hope 
is just the other side of 
the tragic coin.”

“So, the opposite of 
that to me is a story  
of complexity, and 
creativity, and nuance, 
and depth, and  
layers. That is the 
truth, for me, of our 
lives.” 

- David Treuer

3 CBC Out In the Open, Mar 22, 2019 Retrieved from https://www.cbc.ca/radio/
outintheopen/david-treuer- says-indigenous-people-are-not-perpetual-suffer-
ers-stuffed-into-reserves-1.5066725

https://www.cbc.ca/radio/outintheopen/david-treuer- says-indigenous-people-are-not-perpetual-sufferers-stuffed-into-reserves-1.5066725
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/outintheopen/david-treuer- says-indigenous-people-are-not-perpetual-sufferers-stuffed-into-reserves-1.5066725
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/outintheopen/david-treuer- says-indigenous-people-are-not-perpetual-sufferers-stuffed-into-reserves-1.5066725
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MORE ABOUT TRUST - THE HIDDEN FOUNDATIONAL ELEMENT TO 
COLLABORATION

“Change happens at the speed of trust.” 4

The ability to build, hold or even regain trust in this process is 
central to our ability to successfully transform our response to 
homelessness. Trust is the glue that holds relationships and 
complex social processes together throughout profound change. 
But like glue, it is often invisible. Furthermore, as we engage with 
multiple systems all with their own unique processes, values and 
relationships, we do this against a backdrop of society undergoing 
profound social, political, environmental and technological 
change.

The rapid changes in our socio-economic structures are profoundly transformative; heralded as the age of 
Artificial Intelligence, in the same way that the steam engine or internet defined previous industrial revolutions. 
We are on the precipice of a critical point in the story of humanity. And just like previous industrial revolutions 
profoundly impacted daily life, which in fact created the conditions of homelessness (think London ca. 1850) - 
what automation will mean for all of us and those we serve is just beginning to emerge.

Even those who are typically most comfortable with change and adaptation can struggle with this much 
uncertainty much less those who hold a more fixed mindset. Working to build trust in relationships with those 
around us, across sectors and most importantly, within ourselves is the critical and often missed element in 
our work because it is difficult to identify and even more challenging to know how to build trust.

Liz Weaver from the Tamarack Institute suggests, “if we are building trust and co-creating together, we must 
be present and engage with one another. This is also about embracing, not trying to manage, the complexity of 
the context in which we are working.’’ Fortunately there is a growing body of work that addresses trust building 
in multiple settings. 

TAKING IT FURTHER ...

RESOURCES
 ○ Collaboration at the Speed of Trust - Stephen M. R. Covey

 ○ Turf, Trust and Collaboration in Collective Impact - Tamarack Institute 

4 It’s not entirely clear who coined that phrase but its widely used now. A Google search was inconclusive, Stephen M. R. Covey “The Speed of Trust” 
in 2006, is closest to the meaning.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=nuEEckocePs&feature=youtube
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/turf-trust-co-creation-collective-impact
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STRUCTURED APPROACHES  
TO SYSTEMS CHANGE  

CHANGE  
MANAGEMENT

Change management is the discipline that guides how we prepare, equip and 
support individuals to successfully adopt change in order to drive organizational 
success and outcomes. While all changes and individuals are unique, decades 
of research shows there are actions we can take to influence people in their 
individual transitions. 

Change management provides a structured approach for supporting the 
individuals in an organization or system to move from their own current states 
to their own future states. When transforming multiple systems to have positive 
impacts on homelessness we are tasked with applying organizational change 
management to new levels of complexity that support transformative change 
across multiple systems and sectors.

COLLECTIVE 
IMPACT

Collective impact is the commitment of a group of actors from different 
sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem, using 
a structured form of collaboration. Collective Impact offers a practical set of 
processes and structures to foster collaboration. It is a cross-sector framework 
that allows a systems thinking orientation to unfold, take hold, and endure. 

Its principles include:

 ○ Design and implement the initiative with a priority placed on equity.  
Include community members in the collaborative.

 ○ Recruit and co-create with cross-sector partners.

 ○ Use data to continuously learn, adapt, and improve.

 ○ Cultivate leaders with unique system leadership skills.

 ○ Focus on program and system strategies.

 ○ Build a culture that fosters relationships, trust, and respect  
across participants.

 ○ Customize for local context.5

5 Collective Impact Forum - FSG and the Aspen Institute - Retrieved https://www.collectiveimpactfo-
rum.org/what-collective-impact

https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/what-collective-impact	
https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/what-collective-impact	


pg. 

8

TAKING IT FURTHER…
All three of these structured approaches are specifically designed to facilitate 
solution development to address complex, often intractable social problems 
but they also come with some caveats. There are no recipes or silver bullets. 
There is a temptation to think of these approaches as solutions themselves: that 
would miss the point that these are simply ways for us to engage in collaborative 
solution building on shared priorities - it’s not the same thing as actually making 
the change, refining, and continuing to innovate. and neglect the important work 
of adaptation for local contexts.

Adherents to these various approaches are themselves are undergoing some 
soul searching and revisioning as they grapple with areas of weakness like 
achieving meaningful equity between stakeholder groups and scaling population 
level impacts beyond the local context and into public systems. There is also 
increasing frustration in communities as some of these approaches are the 
latest in a long line of ‘trendy’ ways of doing the same old consultations with 
new packaging. All of this contributes to skepticism and mistrust in necessary 
relational processes. The mistrust and frustration presents early challenges to 
getting the process of the ground or maintaining momentum.

HUMAN CENTRED 
DESIGN

“We don’t know what we think we know”  
- Gavin McLusky, Tamarack Institute.6

Similar to Collective Impact, Human Centred Design is an approach that is 
increasingly being adapted to human services to shift service provision from 
being ‘program or organization centred’ where those who seek services 
must meet restrictive requirements, to ‘person centred’ where programs and 
services are designed with the user at the centre.

Defined as “...the process of creating products that provide meaningful and 
relevant experiences to users. This involves the design of the entire process of 
acquiring and integrating the product, including aspects of branding, design, 
usability, and function.” User design is about understanding the user experience 
at every aspect of accessing a product. In this case, the “product” is service 
provision and/ or resources across the social welfare systems - public, and non 
profit. Particularly relevant to systems transformation and managing change 
is the emphasis on on centring empathy both cognitive and emotional within 
collaborative planning processes.

6 McLusky, Galen Human Centred Design, Design Thinking and Community Change - http://www.tama-
rackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change

http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change
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RESOURCES
IDEO Design Kit - 2 Minute Video - 

What is Human Centred Design? 

Human-Centred Design, Design 
Thinking, and Community 
Change - Tamarack Institute Good 
Introduction Webinar to Human 
Centred Design Thinking

Despite these shortcomings,  
these approaches emphasize  
3 very important points:

1. We need to lead with lived and living experience and 
build systems from the individual out.

2. We need to work across systems to initiate systems 
change - in other words, we need to bring change to 

scale for it to be sustainable.

3. It is possible to embrace complexity in structured 
ways to tap into creative solutions that achieve and 

scale positive impacts.

Buxton, P. in Pidgeon, C. (2010) Systems 
Thinking and Public Sector Efficiencies. 
Research and Library Services, Northern 
Ireland Assembly.

link= https://vimeo.com/106505300
link= http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change
link= http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change
link= http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change
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Domains in this module are conceptual spaces designed to help us identify where dramatic change is 
occurring across the complex factors that impact homelessness. They are interrelated and reveal both visible 
and hidden tensions that impact our ability to shift the conditions that hold the problem in place.

Our domains are in part informed by the systems change work of John Kania, Mark Kramer and Peter Senge in 
the article The Water of Systems Change in which they identify a framework for 6 conditions that hold complex 
social problems in place ranging from explicit to semi-implicit and implicit.7

THEY INCLUDE:
 ○ Structural/Systemic Factors - External  

Factors Conditions

 ○ Equity/Diversity/Inclusion - Shifting  
Power Dynamics

 ○ Relationships & Connections = Shift in culture 
through transforming relationships (healing)

 ○ Mental Models & Prevailing Social Narratives -  
Assumptions about how things work in the world

SECTION TWO

7  Kania, Kramer, Senge, (June 2018), The Water of Systems Change, Retrieved https://bit.ly/2Gj7l93

Domains of Change in Systems Planning - “Shifting 
the conditions that are holding the problem in place”. 

Seeing the water…”Attempting to foster systems 
change without building the capacity to “see” 
systems leads to a lot of talk and very little results”. 

- Kania, 2018

Structural Change 
(explicit)

(semi-explicit)

Transformative 
Change (implicit)

https://bit.ly/2Gj7l93
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DOMAIN ONE: MANAGING CHANGE THROUGH 
STRUCTURAL/SYSTEMIC FACTORS THAT  
IMPACT HOMELESSNESS

In this domain we begin to explore some of the structural and systemic factors  
that impact homelessness and introduce some of the tools and approaches being  
developed within the SPC toolbox designed to address change at a macro level.

CONTEXT
As we manage change within systems planning itself, broader economic, social, political and environmental 
conditions continue to impact our efforts. Globally, systemic and structural factors like poverty, colonization, 
increased migration, lack of affordable housing, discrimination and emerging environmental degradation 
further strain on the social safety net. At the same time the majority of structural prevention policies, 
investments, and interventions lie outside of the domain of the default homelessness sector while the public 
systems responsible in most societies have yet to develop a coherent response.

SYSTEMS MAPPING AND INTELLIGENCE TOOLS
Alongside these growing challenges, are emerging evidence-led approaches, tools and paradigm shifts that 
if properly integrated as part of the systems planning process are effective change management tools in 
themselves. For example, systems intelligence tools like HelpSeeker and the accompanying local systems 
mapping activities can support communities to connect to the broader social safety net and begin to predict 
trends, meet needs and plan for resources in real-time. A game changer for communities dealing with changes 
in population due to migration, street drug use, occupancy rates, affordable housing stock etc. At the same 
time, these tools require additional knowledge mobilization support and effective change management to 
integrate at every level from client to public systems decision maker.

HUMAN RIGHTS APPROACH
Grounding our work in international human rights based approaches and legislation is another example of a 
key systems planning approach that supports the shift from emergency response to prevention but requires 
support to embed at all levels. The challenge for managing this area of change is to support the individuals 
doing this work throughout public systems and communities, to embrace the new innovation and resources 
while acknowledging appropriate levels of responsibility.

System planners and organizational leaders should increase their capacity to ‘see the water’ of the external 
forces impacting local and regional efforts by supporting the integration of structural change management 
tools and resources that support the shift to prevention and systems integration. But structural change 
management tools themselves require support and resources for knowledge mobilization, relational and 
resource change management.
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TAKING IT FURTHER…
The SPC will provide support for the integration of systems intelligence tools like HelpSeeker 
and the grounding of our work into a human rights framework. There are existing resources 
that communities can access right now on how to operationalize reports like the Duty to 
Assist in systems planning. In future modules, SPC curriculum will support the change 
management required to integrate these new tools and approaches in communities.

RELEVANT CONTENT IN FUTURE MODULES

RESOURCES
 ○ Gaetz, Stephen, “There is Light at the End of the Tunnel - Let’s Hope It’s Not a Train” in Johanna Lassy 

and Saija Turunen, Y-Foundation - Homelessness in 2030, Essays on Possible Futures Retrieved (2019) p. 
91-96.

 ○ Systems Mapping and Systems Intelligence Tools

• Blog - 4 Steps to get Systems Mapping Going in your Community

 ○ Structural and Systemic Factors Impacting Homelessness

•  Report 1: Structural Prevention of Youth Homelessness

 ○ Human Rights Based Approaches to Homelessness

• Youth Rights! Right Now! Ending Youth Homelessness: A Human Rights Guide

• Duty to Assist – A Human Rights Approach to Youth Homelessness

• UN Right to Adequate Housing 

1. Deeper dives into  
systems mapping 

and systems intelligence 
tools to monitor and  
respond to system trends 
in real time will provide new 
tools for communities to 
meet structural factors.

2. Actualizing a Right to 
Housing in Systems 

Planning (Duty to Assist).
3. SPC Curriculum 

Leadership Stream - 
Build capacity for systems 
planners and leaders to see 
and engage with structures 
and systems that sustain 
inequality and power  
imbalances.

https://bit.ly/2VaWDuV
http://bit.ly/2VaWDuV
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/webinar-human-centred-design-design-thinking-community-change
homelesshub.ca/resource/report-1-structural-prevention
https://homelesshub.ca/youthrightsrightnow
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/duty-assist
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/fs21_rev_1_housing_en.pdf
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DOMAIN TWO: EQUITY/POWER DYNAMICS
Issues of inequity and shifting power dynamics are at the core 
of the complex problems that systems planning initiatives are 
working to change. Initiatives should center equity in their work 
to ensure that they are not reinforcing inequitable systems and 
outcomes in their solutions. But how can initiatives strive to  
better keep equity at the center of their work, and how does  
infusing equity practices within one’s work change processes, 
and ultimately, outcomes?

In this domain we begin to consider how unequal ‘proximity’ to 
power and privilege further challenges our ability to transform 
the way we provide homelessness services across systems 
through policy, planning and delivery. Engaging in systems  
planning means finding new ways to collaborate and new  
relationships within those collaborations which can bring the  
underlying systemic and structural inequities to the surface. 
Supporting communities to manage change that addresses  
the power dynamics through the collaborative process is a  
critical component.

SOME EXAMPLES OF WHERE WE  
NEED TO IDENTIFY AND ADDRESS  
DIFFERENTIAL POWER DYNAMICS 
THAT IMPACT SYSTEMS CHANGE ARE:

 ○ Intersections of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, other

 ○ Underserved communities and the homelessness serving     
  sector - lived/living experience

 ○ Homelessness Serving System and Public Systems  
  and Funders

 ○ Indigenous and Non-Indigenous communities  
  and governments

Shifting to a rights-based model of service provision involves seeing and understanding the power  
dynamics at play and working to shift power from the systems back to underserved communities. This  
requires a transformation in the way that all systems and users understand their roles and agency. Ensuring 
people with lived experience are centred within systems planning initiatives as decision makers that have real 
impact as opposed to token representation, is an essential element in local collaboration efforts but must also 
exist in provincial, territorial and national spaces if true equity and diversity is to be realized.

“Plugging the voice  
of the community  
into the right kind of  
political power grid 
will do more to create 
health and wellness 
than any other single 
intervention.” 

- Kania, Kramer, Senge 2018  8

8  Kania, J., Kramer, M., & Senge, P., The Water 
of Systems Change, (2018) Retrieved https://
bit.ly/2Gj7l93

https://bit.ly/2Gj7l93
https://bit.ly/2Gj7l93
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PROXIMITY TO THE PEOPLE AND CHALLENGE  
THEY ARE ADDRESSING
Bryan Stevenson known for his work in the US challenging the bias 
against racial inequality within the criminal justice system provides 
some important insights about what it takes to centre communities 
and individuals in systems change against background  
power dynamics.

“I believe if we’re going to create more justice, if we’re going to change 
the world, if we’re going to make a difference in the face of these 
problems, we’ve got to commit ourselves to getting proximate 
to the problems themselves,” Stevenson said. “We cannot isolate 
ourselves on college campuses, we cannot isolate ourselves in 
spaces that are safe and comfortable; we’ve got to get close to the 
places where inequality can be found, where injustice is seen, where 
oppression is being felt.” 9

Stevenson reminds us that being proximate and user-centered is not just a means to designing better 
processes and products. It can have an impact in and of itself; it redefines relationships, and not just for those 
who are suffering but for those of us who seek to end it.

INDIVIDUALS AND COMMUNITIES AS ASSETS
Closely linked to proximity are efforts to engage with individuals and communities affected by the problem 
as assets and content experts rather than people or problem that need to be fixed. Recognise the expertise, 
talents, skills and ideas that exist in networks and communities you seek to influence, change or support. 
Tulaine Montgomery from NewProfit.org reminds us that this is not just nice to have but the only way to 
have sustainable impact. Too many initiatives failed or even caused harm when they were attempted to 
problem solve at a distance. Our role when seeking to change systems is to build on our proximity, increase 
partnerships and continually seek more effective ways to centre users and diverse communities most affected 
by homelessness.

TARGETED UNIVERSALISM 
Developed by critical race scholar John A. Powell - Approach to change management that simultaneously 
aims for a universal goal while also addressing disparities in opportunities among sub-groups. Targeted 
universalism supports moving stakeholders in community and system change processes to make decisions 
that invest in those with the greatest need without sacrificing community-level goals or appearing to favor one 
group over another.

9  Molly Callahan, (2017) ADVOCATE EXAMINES HOW TO CHANGE ‘A BROKEN SYSTEM’, News@Northeastern Social Justice Advocate https://
news.northeastern.edu/2017/06/20/social-justice-advocate-examines-how-to-change-a-broken-system/ 

ADAPTED FROM  
FSG WEBINAR -  
SIX CONDITIONS  
OF SYSTEMS  
CHANGE  

P. 23.57 TO 23.20

https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/06/20/social-justice-advocate-examines-how-to-change-a-broken-system/ 
https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/06/20/social-justice-advocate-examines-how-to-change-a-broken-system/ 
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TAKING IT FURTHER…
How do we transform our systems to guarantee people with lived experience a meaningful 
seat at the table in every community and systems and ensure that our policy, planning and 
practice places the user at the centre. Human Centered Design and Targeted Universalism are 
among several approaches that are beginning to show promise in supporting systems change 
that involves centring people with lived experience and under-served communities.

RELEVANT CONTENT IN FUTURE MODULES
 ○ Support to ensure greater equity across systems 

for Priority Populations - Rural, Youth, Indigenous, 
LGBTQ2S+, Women & DV, Seniors

 ○ Expanding and deepening empathy in this work

 ○ Lived experience in stakeholder mapping  
and engagement

 ○ Human Design Learning for Homelessness  
Systems Planning

 ○ Equity in research and evaluation

 ○ Evidence-based program design & evaluation  
& human-centred design thinking

RESOURCES 
PROXIMITY AND USER CENTRED INITIATIVES

 ○ Human Centred Design, Design Thinking and Community Change - Tamarack Institute

 ○ Example Initiatives that Centre Equity

• The Mockingbird Society,

• Building Healthy Communities Initiative (Sacremento),  

• NewProfit.org 

 ○ Proximity- Bryan Stevenson 

 ○ Getting to Yes: How to Generate Consensus for Targeted Universalism  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQWmfaqk2mw&feature=youtu.be&__hssc=163327267.2.1554418965590&__hstc=163327267.59db2a5e541a52fd94096b691dcf950d.1552591959856.1554410308369.1554418965590.12&hsCtaTracking=fa8fb6f8-8cd1-4986-803b-0a0779dff08e%7Cc99b974e-6d05-41e3-b4e3-2f02ac4b0e0c
http://www.mockingbirdsociety.org/
http://www.calendow.org/building-healthy-communities
http://www.newprofit.org/
https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/06/20/social-justice-advocate-examines-how-to-change-a-broken-system/
https://www.fsg.org/publications/getting-to-yes
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 DOMAIN THREE: RELATIONSHIPS  
AND CONNECTIONS

Becoming Systems Aware or ‘seeing the water’ - 
means the work of understanding the relationships 
and power dynamics between the systems players. 

But just ‘knowing and understanding’ without addressing the human 
connection misses a vital element in our work. Our systems are made up of 
people. Transforming systems is really about transforming the relationships 
between people who make up the systems by focusing on the quality of 
connections and communication occurring among actors across systems, 
especially among those with differing histories and viewpoints. 

OPPOSING FORCES
Tulaine Montgomery from NewProfit.org, an organization focused on increasing capacity for systems  
entrepreneurship, argues that in developing system awareness, many resist a deeper diagnosis of interlocking 
systems that includes ‘opposing forces’. Opposing forces are stakeholders with vested interest and investment 
in the status quo. Often those in the social service sector are uncomfortable with discussing this and she  
challenges communities to explicitly talk about opposing forces without assigning an agenda. “What does  
it mean to shift a system to have better outcomes for distinct populations that historically have been  
underserved by systems that are actually operating as they were designed to?”. A big part of the change  
management work here is to create and hold enough of the right spaces to include discussions about  
opposing forces.

TAKING IT FURTHER…
Bringing together diverse stakeholder groups that had never worked together before and  
valuing and trusting their expertise and leadership. To support comprehensive community change we should 
invest tools and approaches like Collective Impact, Human Centred Design and other methodologies that build 
cross-sector coalitions, engage affected communities in shaping solutions, and bring an equity lens to the 
work. The SPC is developing a range of tools in our toolbox that can begin to address both relationships and 
power dynamics in systems planning efforts.
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RELEVANT CONTENT IN FUTURE MODULES
 ○ Module 3 - Stakeholder Engagement (Advanced)

 ○ Collective Impact & Shared Vision

 ○ Building & Strengthening Trust

 ○ Public/community engagement

 ○ Stakeholder mapping and engagement with  
Indigenous communities and leaders

 ○ Developing and Sustaining Systems Leadership 

RESOURCES 
SEE DOMAIN TWO RESOURCES ALSO

 ○  Turf Trust and Co-creation in Collective Impact - Tamarack Institute 

 ○  Capire Engagement Triangle 

http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/turf-trust-co-creation-collective-impact
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Tools/Capire%20Triangle%20Booklet.pdf
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DOMAIN FOUR:  
MENTAL MODELS

WHAT ARE MENTAL  
MODELS?
There is growing awareness that in order to really transform 
systems we must get at the deeper interpersonal and cultural 
roots of how those systems operate and interact. Long developed 
and researched in anthropological and sociological theory, mental 
models are a helpful way to begin thinking about those implicit 
and often invisible forces.

According to Kania, Kramer and Senge (2018), “mental models 
are habits of thought—deeply held beliefs and assumptions and 
taken-for-granted ways of operating that influence how we think, 
what we do, and how we talk.”

MENTAL MODELS AND  
SOCIAL NARRATIVES
Mental models are implicit yet foundational drivers of activity 
within social systems that are challenging to identify and 
therefore transform. Social narratives are visible embodiments of 
mental models. Changing and transforming social narrative can 
shift mental models over time and as FrameWorks Institute CEO 
Nat Kendall-Taylor suggests, “Mental models and social narrative 
work in a bi-directional way, narratives are shaped by mental 
models, but narratives also, over time, shape the mental models 
we have.”

It is critical for those aspiring to systems-level change to reveal 
the ongoing mental models at play within their organization. 
Those working within the systems that impact homelessness 
often hold the same mental models as the public and wider 
culture. “The same ways of thinking about race and equity, or 
even public services and individual deservingness, that keep 
progressive policy from capturing public support are at play 
within (organizations), themselves—shaping how (service) is done 
and the types of programs that are pursued.” (Kendall-Taylor as 
quoted in The Water of Systems Change)

“Mental models are 
habits of thought—
deeply held beliefs 
and assumptions and 
taken-for-granted 
ways of operating  
that influence how  
we think, what we do, 
and how we talk.”

- Kania, Kramer and Senge (2018)
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TELL NEW STORIES 
We must change the narratives that sustain problematic mental models. Narratives that fail to acknowledge or 
accurately portray the reality of inequality only serve to perpetuate it. Bryan Stevenson argues that we could 
have used the healthcare system to help people with mental illness, but instead we chose the prison system. 
This is because we’ve chose the narrative that people who are broken or hurt or beaten down by poverty have 
chosen this lifestyle for themselves and should be penalized.

POWER OF STORIES 
 In the 2003 Massey Lecture Series “The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative”, author Thomas King warns 
us of the power and danger of stories: “You have to be careful with the stories you tell. And you have to 
watch out for the stories that you are told.” but... ‘If we change the stories we live by quite possibly 
we change our lives.” 10

In this module we have begun to identify and understand some of the elements and conditions that exist 
under the surface of our work. This includes conditions that influence both the change we need to make to 
prevent and end homelessness and its resistance. Driving all of this are stories or narratives of how we see the 
world and how it should be. We can begin by being intentional about the power of how stories shape our world 
throughout this module and in our work moving forward to transform systems.

“You have to be careful with the stories you tell. 
And you have to watch out for the stories that you are 
told.” but... ‘If we change the stories we live by quite 
possibly we change our lives.” 10 
 
- Thomas King

10  King, Thomas, (Massey Lecture Series The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative Part 1 - Audio, 2003) Retrieved https://www.
cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative- 1.2946870 

King, Thomas, (Massey Lecture Series The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative Part 1 - Audio, 2003) Retrieved https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative- 1.2946870
King, Thomas, (Massey Lecture Series The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative Part 1 - Audio, 2003) Retrieved https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative- 1.2946870
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EXAMPLES OF MENTAL MODELS THAT ARE BEING  
CHALLENGED IN SOCIETY, OR SHOULD BE TO CHANGE  
NARRATIVES AND SHIFT SYSTEMS

EXAMPLES OF MENTAL MODELS THAT CHALLENGE  
HOMELESSNESS SYSTEMS PLANNING BY CHANGING  
THE NARRATIVE/STORY

Beliefs that losing one’s 
home is somehow due to 
who you are and the  
choices you make. What  
scientists refer to as the  
Fundamental Attribution  
Error, and describes how we 
blame others when bad things 
happen to them but blame the 
external situations when bad 
things happen to us.

Criminalizing drug  
addiction vs treating it as  
a public health issue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Definition of Home and 
Homelessness through an 
Indigenous Definition of 
Homelessness. Indigenous 
homelessness is not defined  
as lacking a structure of  
habitation; rather, it is more 
fully described and understood 
through a composite lens of 
Indigenous worldviews. 

#MeToo has shifted the mental models 
associated with sexual harassment in the 
workplace. 

Although there has been little to no change 
in legal remedies, the change in narrative 
has shifted the line between what is and is 
not tolerated as well as revealing the implicit 
power dynamics. 

Politics of fear and anger that lead to “zero 
tolerance” policies and armed officers in 
schools promoting a narrative that students 
in schools are criminals to be punished 
rather than children to be taught. 

In instances where those narratives were 
changed with school principals, boards and 
police, outcomes for students increased 
significantly.



pg. 

21

TAKING IT FURTHER...

 TEAM REFLECTIONS
 ○ What are some mental models that exist in your 

organization, community or sector that create 
barriers to progressive policy? (equity, diversity, 
inclusion)

 ○ What are some mental models that currently exist 
in your organization, community or sector that 
support progressive policy? - (equity, diversity, 
inclusion)

 ○ What are the social narratives or stories that are 
told to support those regressive mental models?

 ○ What are some counter narratives and stories that 
could be created? 
 
 

RELEVANT CONTENT IN FUTURE MODULES 
 ○ Indigenous - Indigenous definition, the TRC, and 

systems that promote cultural safety

 ○ Public Awareness & Uptake

 ○ Developing Communications Strategies

 ○ Systems Evaluation: Beyond Housing Status

RESOURCES
 ○ Digital Poverty Simulation Tool - United Way Alberta 

 ○ Becoming Homeless: A Human Experience 

 ○ Definition of Indigenous Homelessness

 ○ Massey Lectures The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative #1 - Thomas King 

https://www.myunitedway.ca/poverty-simulation
http://vhil.stanford.edu/becominghomeless/
https://www.homelesshub.ca/IndigenousHomelessness
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative-1.2946870
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APPENDICES

1. The Water of Systems Change - FSG paper 

2. 6 Conditions of Systems Change - FSG webinar

3. Getting to Yes: How to Generate Consensus for Targeted Universalism 

4. Collaborating at the Speed of Trust

5. Trust Turf and Co-creation in Collective Impact - Tamarack Institute 

6. A New Direction: A Framework for Homelessness Prevention - COH

7. Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness-Break Out Report- Systems Prevention

8. Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness - Break Out Report -Structural Prevention  

9. Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness - Break Out Report 

10. Definition of Indigenous Homelessness in Canada  

11. Massey Lectures The Truth About Stories - Thomas King 

Icon bases made by Eucalyp from www.flaticon.com

https://www.fsg.org/publications/water_of_systems_change?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Philanthropy%20Perspectives%20March&utm_content=Philanthropy%20Perspectives%20March+Version+A+CID_f32d8a5a5a8ee8ebe193409c10937017&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=The%20Six%20Conditions%20of%20Systems%20Change
https://www.fsg.org/publications/water_of_systems_change?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Philanthropy%20Perspectives%20March&utm_content=Philanthropy%20Perspectives%20March+Version+A+CID_f32d8a5a5a8ee8ebe193409c10937017&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=The%20Six%20Conditions%20of%20Systems%20Change
https://www.fsg.org/publications/getting-to-yes
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nuEEckocePs&feature=youtube
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/316071/Resources/Publications/Turf%20Trust%20and%20Co-Creation%20Paper.pdf?__hssc=163327267.1.1555894719711&__hstc=163327267.59db2a5e541a52fd94096b691dcf950d.1552591959856.1555888541350.1555894719711.23&__hsfp=3511566538&hsCtaTracking=c4cebccf-fac9-4c7e-abbe-ea8a918973cd%7C25837c5e-a4c9-48ed-82aa-8f6eaec417b6
https://www.homelesshub.ca/ANewDirection
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/systems-prevention
https://homelesshub.ca/resource/report-1-structural-prevention
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/duty-assist
https://www.homelesshub.ca/IndigenousHomelessness
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative-1.2946870
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CHANGE  
MANAGEMENT

The discipline that guides how we prepare, equip and support individuals 
to successfully adopt change in order to drive organizational success and 
outcomes.

COLLECTIVE  
IMPACT

The commitment of a group of actors from different sectors to a common 
agenda for solving a specific social problem, using a structured form of 
collaboration.

COMMUNITY 
PLAN

A Community Plan sets the goal of preventing, reducing and ending 
homelessness using the Collective Impact framework.

DESIGN  
THINKING

Design thinking is a process, mindset, and approach to solving complex 
problems. Also known as human-centered design, it is a philosophy that 
empowers an individual or team to designing products, services, systems, and 
experiences that address the core needs of those who experience a problem.

PLANNING  
TABLE

A Planning Table is a collection of organizations that come together to 
engage in systems planning work.

PROXIMITY IN  
SOCIAL CHANGE/ 
JUSTICE

The only way to change a person’s situation for the better is to understand 
what life is like for them. And we can’t do that unless we get close. 
Politicians, as much as they may try to do good for people, are often far 
removed from the problems they’re trying to address.

SYSTEMS 
CHANGE

Systems Change is a lasting shift in the way a community thinks and makes 
decisions about policies, programs, and the allocation of resources in a system 
— and, ultimately, in the way it delivers services to its users.

SYSTEMS  
INTELLIGENCE 
TOOLS 

Web-based tools that build community capacity to enable data visualization, 
financial modelling, and performance measurement at the local systems levels.

KEY TERMS


