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Think Like a System, 
Act Like an Entrepreneur

by Matthew Taylor
Chief Executive, RSA

Rowan Conway
Director of Innovation 
and Development , RSA

and Ian Burbidge
Associate Director of Public Services, 
RSA

The mission of the Royal Society for the 
encouragement of Arts, Manufactures 
and Commerce (RSA) is to enrich soci-
ety through ideas and action. Born in 
the Enlightenment, we are a 263 year 
old charitable organisation comprised 

of a 28,000-strong global Fellowship, a multi-disciplinary 
research team, a public lectures programme and online 
platform that has had over 100 million views in the last 
five years. It is this breadth of activity and our convening 
power that enables us to partner with governments, busi-
nesses and public institutions around the world to go be-
yond the limits of a traditional think tank and to support 
enduring social change. 

Think tanks have traditionally applied the logic that the 
pragmatic development of policy options sets a clear path 
to progress. This is the “policy presumption” among min-
isters, civil servants and policy advisors that the most ef-
fective way to accomplish social change is to pull the big 
levers of central Government policy; legislation, tax and 
spend and earmarked funding streams. This is increasingly 
becoming out of touch with the complex and networked 
world we live in. Indeed it is perhaps this narrowness and 
path dependency that often makes policy unsuccessful.

At the RSA, we recognise that to alter the course of our 
modern society, we need to more fully understand sys-
tems. In this article, we will explore an emerging RSA 
concept that we are calling: ‘think like a system, act like 
an entrepreneur’, which at its simplest is an approach to 
seeing the wider system and identifying and testing the 
optimal ways to make change happen. Its uniqueness is in 
the combination of insights from cultural theory, design 
thinking, and the RSA’s range of research and engage-
ment methods. 

Complex Problems and Turbulent Times
We live in disorienting and challenging times. As socie-
ty becomes more networked, the traditional centralised 
power of governments is under pressure. ‘Old power’, 
characterised by formal, linear, definitive modes where 
failure is catastrophic is being replaced by new modes 
that are tech-enabled, iterative, divergent, and see failure 
as a way of learning. However, it would be overly simplistic 
to suggest that this is a clear shift from a power construct 
of the hierarchy to one of the network. We are still some 
way away from self-governing systems.

In our work with government agencies, and public and 
private institutions, we seek to bring the hierarchy and the 

T
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network together: allowing for participation in place of 
control, but applying clear decision-making where need-
ed. This shift is illustrated in Greenhalgh’s analysis of how 
the combination of old and new power modes can ena-
ble change (see diagram1).

Convening for Change
As old power paradigms dissipate, institutions are realis-
ing that complex social issues cannot be tackled by sin-

gle organisations alone. As one local authority rep said: “If 
you look at the projections for the next few years I don’t 
think there is any other way than working as a system.” But 
many large scale change programmes still falter due to an 
institutional inability to deliver cross-sector coordination.

A common misjudgement is to assume that just by bring-
ing stakeholders together, collaborative problem-solving 
will ensue. This is the utopian idea of ‘joined up govern-
ment’ which rarely makes the transition from the stake-
holder roundtable to joint working. The process by which 
a group will work together is seldom examined, but it is 
ultimately the relational dynamics that foster (or foil) a col-
lective commitment to change. 
  
At the RSA, we use our convening power to engage cross 
sector actors with the intention of creating enduring part-
nerships for change. We draw together those who are 
affected by a complex societal problem to help them un-
derstand the problem in a systemic way, and facilitate the 
co-design of change initiatives to address it. To do this, we 
use a design thinking logic that is highly iterative. 

We do not start with a defined problem, but rather un-
cover the wider nature of a problem through research and 
dialogue – recognising that no one has a complete map 
of the forces at play in any given situation, but together 
we can explore and experiment to build a bigger picture. 
 
One of the most widely accepted descriptions of de-
sign thinking is the Double Diamond model (developed 
by the Design Council): this is a methodology in which a 

problem is explored by first opening up a range of issues 
and perspectives, prior to converging on a clear problem 
statement. The process of divergence and convergence is 
then repeated in the second diamond, where ideas are 
prototyped, before selecting an intervention or initiative.

Thinking like a System
We begin change programmes by convening design 
workshops with a range of participants to produce a sys-
tem map. This starts with user research (which could in-
clude ethnographies or social network analysis) and data 
insights drawn from multiple structured and unstructured 
sources (which might include public datasets such as pub-
lic health or census data, or sentiment analysis from social 
media). With this research we can dive deeper and ask 
probing questions: What kind of problem is it? Is it simple, 
complicated or wicked? Are there competing priorities? 
What are the dependencies between stakeholders? Who 
influences the system? Which resources can be mobi-
lised? What are the repeating problems? What will impede 
success? 
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To understand power dynamics we apply a cultural the-
ory lens to the system map. Cultural theory is a means 
of understanding the sources of energy, motivation and 
power within social systems and the individuals that com-
prise them. This divides the social system into four do-
mains: hierarchy, community, individualism and fatalism. 
A hierarchical perspective puts emphasis on leadership, 
strategy and expertise as the way to coordinate human 
activity. The community view, however, emphasises sol-

idarity – the glue of belonging and shared values. The 
individualistic view sees change as largely spontaneously 
driven by individual ambition and competitive endeavour. 
The fatalistic view sees social change efforts, variously, as 
intractable, unlikely to deliver intended outcomes or irrel-
evant to the things that make it hardest to be human. 

Applying this as an analytical frame forces participants to 
examine the politics and culture around a problem and 
identify the blocks and enablers of any potential change. 
This makes designing solutions from a singular perspec-
tive – say a one off entrepreneurial solution – challenging, 
as the inevitable kick back from authority, community and 
individuals will be simulated during the process. 

At this stage, however, it is important not to fall into the 
trap of overdesigning the perfect conditions to balance all 
four areas. It is more useful to see social systems as a dy-
namic interplay that is in continuous flux. Power dynamics 
lie in the competing incentives and motivations driving 
individual actors to make decisions. A social system will 
be most functional when incentives or motivations are 
aligned, but opportunities for change arise in even the 
most dysfunctional of systems. 

Acting like an Entrepreneur
System mapping provides the big picture, from which 
the group then seeks to draw out the best opportunities 
for change. It is at this point that we mimic the habits of 
entrepreneurs, looking to spot where there is hunger for 
change and take action. It is important to note that this 
is a very fast-moving process, where partners seek out 
the “social moments” where change efforts might get 
the greatest traction, such as around upcoming politi-
cal events or changes in administration. Chaotic trigger 
events like a riot or protest also provide fertile territory for 
change, so it is important not to underestimate the plat-
form for change that crises provide. Opportunism is key, 
because if there is a critique of systems thinking it is that in 
its quest to understand complexity it gets stuck in theory. 

Having clearly defined the problem through the sys-
tems mapping process, partners can then identify routes 
to change. Testing in a live small scale environment or 
through scenario modelling in real time, partners can 
rapidly develop interventions. In these experiments we 
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continuously seek feedback and iterate the prototypes to 
assess if they are helping or hindering change.  

We have most recently been using this framework as 
a partner with NHS England on a programme entitled 
“Health as a Social Movement”. This aims to grow the im-
pact of social movements by working with teams who are 
developing new ways to support and deliver healthcare 
in communities across the country. For this project we 
are convening institutional stakeholders with community 
health workers and voluntary sector partners from a wide 
array of community-driven health projects, and support-
ing them to develop, test and spread social movements 
that aim to improve health and care outcomes. 

An example of one of the change initiatives is a community 
health action group that formed during a protest against 
the temporary closure of the local community hospital 
in South Cumbria. The hospital had closed due to lack 
of staff and an 18-month campaign to hire replacement 
GPs had failed to attract a single candidate. In response to 
the protest, the local NHS team invited the protest group 
to help with the recruitment effort. The resulting Millom 
Health Action group produced a recruitment video, which 
attracted 5,000 views a week and successfully recruited 
three GPs. An NHS partnership formed called Better Care 
Together, and is now working with the group to use new 
technologies as well as creative community-led endeav-
ours such as support groups, and volunteering initiatives 
to deliver more services and information where people 
are. The RSA is now working with this group, among oth-
ers, to use the systems mapping and co-design process 
to identify entrepreneurial ways to scale and spread the 
impact of their efforts. By looking critically at the work 
to date and setting goals for change by the end of the 
programme, we are supporting the group to co-design 
new ways to think about commissioning and prototype 
initiatives that could lead to real reductions on system 
pressures.

Making Change Happen in a Complex World
At the RSA, we believe that when we think about the pur-
suit of progressive social change, we should care as much 
about how we achieve that change as about the goals 
we pursue. Making change in systems as complex as pub-
lic health may seem insurmountable. Indeed attempts to 
do so at scale are where some of the greatest failings in 

policy have played out in the past. By applying the ‘think 
like a system, act like an entrepreneur’ mindset, we do not 
attempt to take on grand societal challenges in their en-
tirety, instead we look to identify nimble opportunities for 
change within the system, test prototypes and support 
successful efforts to grow and influence other parts of the 
wider system. 

We see that tackling social change is an ongoing, collab-
orative, iterative process, and one that does not proceed 
in a linear fashion with a clear start and end point. We can 
no longer hope to end a change process with one perfect 
policy solution or achieve salvation in a single start-up. 
Policy is of course part of the change process and entre-
preneurs will always bring fresh ideas, but positive social 
change really occurs when these are parts of a bigger shift. 
As the late systems thinker Donella Meadows once said: 

“I don’t think there are cheap tickets to system change. 
You have to work at it, whether that means rigorously ana-
lysing a system or rigorously casting off paradigms. In the 
end, it seems that leverage has less to do with pushing le-
vers than it does with disciplined thinking combined with 
strategically, profoundly, madly letting go.”
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