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Key question and definitions

Our intellectual roots are:

Socio-Ecological Studies 
(Holling; Ostrom; Meadows)

Engineering 
(Forrester, Sterman)

Social Sciences          
(Van Bertalanffy; Cilliers)

We use systems thinking... [a way of understanding reality and enacting 
change by considering the dynamic interactions among multiple interdependent 
social and ecological agents].

…to propose an approach of systems mapping… [the co-
creation of visual depictions – for example, diagrams, maps, or 
sketched models – of a complex system]
…meant to support systems change [societal changes that, to seriously address 
current problems, are deep enough to challenge power structures and broad 
enough to cut across multiple sectors]

How can we encourage actors in the agri-food sector to collectively understand their 
(past and present) problems and collectively envision a way to address them?



Current ‘food systems approaches’
Van Berkum

et al. (2018); Borm
an et al. (2022)

How can actors express and 
debate their problems in this 
representation of a system?

How do these problems, as 
lived by actors, affect the 
whole agri-food system?

How can actors re-organize to 
address the problems in this 
representation of a system?

Our constructive criticisms:



Our systems mapping approach in 4 phases

Systems thinking offers great opportunities 
to better understand and address socio-
ecological problems holistically. But how can 
we meaningfully apply systems thinking in 
management theory & practice without getting 
lost in its own complexity and ideals? 

In this PDW we will practice, reflect 
and discuss the following:

MAP SYSTEMIC ISSUES 
AND THE ACTORS influencing (or 
influenced by) them

MATERIAL WORK: 
use of technology, physical 
spaces, bodies, & food/drinks

EMOTIONAL WORK: 
awareness of emotional 
ups & downs in collective 
sensemaking & action

VALUES WORK: 
understanding & coping with 
different views about how 
systems should change 

IDENTIFY LEVERAGE POINTS 
to intervene effectively on systemic issues

ENVISION SYSTEMIC CHANGE  
by purposively connecting ourselves to 
actors in systems

COMMUNICATE SYSTEMIC 
CHANGE through rich, interactive, and 
impactful narratives
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... AS AN 
INDIVIDUAL TO:

Join us in a preparation to this 
AoM Professional Development 
Workshop (PDW):

... IN TEAMS 
THROUGH:

HOW?

WHICH CASE 
WILL WE 
WORK WITH?

WHEN?

By combining, in teams, 
the practice of two systems mapping 
tools:

CAUSAL LOOP DIAGRAMS 
to map systemic issues and identify 
how to address them 

VALUE NETWORK MAPS  
to identify the actors involved and 
envision new purposive partnerships

UNTIL MAY 30TH
Register here below to join 
our preparation session

APPROX. MID-JUNE
Meet (online) the PDW 
co-organizers, get assigned 
to a team, and receive 
simple systems thinking 
instructions

AOM PDW
Refine your systems maps 
in teams, pitch and receive 
feedback, and meta-reflect 
about systems thinking 
with us

Access is granted to all participants registered for AoM 2021. But register HERE to 
join our preparation practice session and be assigned to a specific team!

MID-JUNE/JULY
Meet (online) your team, 
choose your case, develop 
systems maps and practice 
systems thinking

AFTER PDW
Give us feedback, 
keep in touch and
… what’s next?  

CO-ORGANIZERS DISCUSSANTS

How can the use 

of systems thinking 

support stakeholder 

engagement & 

impact?

How can the use

of systems thinking 

contribute to org & 

management 

theory?

... IN ACADEMIA 
& BEYOND:

Choose your own case of 
interest – local or global, and 
related to any of the SDGs – 
with the team we will form for 
you!

CHANGING 
SOCIO-
ECOLOGICAL 
SYSTEMS AT 
THE THEORY-
PRACTICE 
NEXUS

Using Systems 

Thinking...

CAUSAL LOOP DIAGRAMS 
to map systemic issues and identify 
how to address them 

VALUE NETWORK MAPS  
to identify the actors involved and 
envision new purposive partnerships

Configurations of problems and configurations of actors are two sides of the same coin 
(Senge et al. 2007) 
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CAUSAL LOOP DIAGRAMS 
to map systemic issues and identify 
how to address them 

VALUE NETWORK MAPS  
to identify the actors involved and 
envision new purposive partnerships

W
e need to deeply com

prehend problem
s 

to seriously attem
pt to addressing them

 (C
illiers

1989)  
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Our empirical grounds (2015-2022)

…plus five new settings in 2023 across Europe, Africa and Latin America.



Examples of systems mapping (process)



Examples of systems mapping (process)



Examples of systems mapping (outcome)



Examples of systems mapping (outcome)



Implications for systems change

1. Target
multiple goals

2. Generate 
ripple effects

3. Consider 
unintended 

Consequences

4. Cope with
bottlenecks

5. Building Transformative 
Partnerships

Actions



Final message

1. We cannot understand and address problems in agri-food systems without 
deeply considering the interconnected dynamics with other sub-systems. 

3. We have participatory and visual tools (= systems mapping tools) available to 
rapidly (but deeply) consider and act upon the problems in agri-food systems:

à In this paper, we propose to combine tools (causal loop diagrams and 
value network maps) across two iterative phases (sensemaking & 
envisioning) to collective understand and envisions ways to address 
complex problems affecting agri-food systems.

2. To address these problems, we need tools to map them and to discuss how to 
deeply re-organize their network and resources to address them.

How can we encourage actors in agri-food systems to collectively understand 
their (past and present) problems and collectively envision a way forward?



Domenico Dentoni

Thank you!
Please reach out with comments, suggestions, ideas.

Keep in touch with all of us via LinkedIn or, via e-mail:
d.dentoni@montpellier-bs.com
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