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What went 
wrong in their 

problem-solving 
process?



What is causing this 
goal to “squeak” in 
your region?

IMPACT
Every young child is safe, 
well nourished, healthy, 

happy and learning

GOAL
Quality, accessible 

early childhood 
education and care 

(ECEC) programs



Understand

Test Design
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Step 2:
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Step 3:
Make Sense of 
the Information 
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What are boundaries – and why 
are they important?

Ecosystem in Focus

Boundary

Everything Else



Planning Tool
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Overall Question

What in the ecosystem is 
helping and hindering [our desired 

outcome(s)] for children and families?



Paradigms

Erin Watson, PhD 
Sources: Watson & Collins, 2022; Foster-Fishman & Watson, 2017; Meadows, 1999; Stroh, 2015 

Ecosystem Leverage Points

Mindsets

Goals

Structures

Decision-
Making

Policies & 
Practices

Connections

Elements

Environment

Human 
Resources 

Financial 
Resources

Programs & 
Opportunities

Artifacts

Paradigms Structures Elements



Cheat Sheet



Who/what can answer your questions? 

Databases, 
Reports, 
Records

Parents and 
Caregivers

Direct Service 
Providers

Leaders, 
Funders, NGOs

Community 
Members
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Make Sense of 
the Information 



Who will you engage – and how - in 
theming the information?

Image from Barbrook-Johnson & Penn (2022). 
Systems Mapping: How to build and use causal 
models of systems.



Who will you engage – and how - in 
mapping out the themes?

Mapping: 
Identifying relationships between 
your ecosystem  themes and how 
they work together to affect your 
outcomes

Image from Barbrook-Johnson & Penn (2022). Systems Mapping: How to build and use causal 
models of systems.



Different Mapping Approaches

Causal Loop Diagrams Participatory System Mapping

Can be participatory – but often 
rely on a modeler/researcher

Maps focus primarily on feedback 
loops

Often center on a “core engine” of 
variables affecting a situation

Always participatory – limited control by 
modeler

Maps can include lots of connections 
and can become HUGE – sub-maps 
often used

Draws on network analysis principles



Theme Variable

Turn themes into “variables”

Massive shortage of 
qualified ECEC staff in 
field – at least 1,300 
needed to meet 
demand

Number of qualified 
ECEC staff in field

NOTE: currently a gap of 1,300 qualified 
ECEC staff to meet regional demand

TIPS
Variables are 

nouns

Variables can 
increase and 

decrease over 
time



Consider variable relationships

Wages paid to ECEC 
workforce

Profit margins of ECEC 
businesses

Retention of ECEC 
workforce in field

Stress and burnout 
experienced by ECEC 

workforce



Consider variable relationships

Wages paid to ECEC 
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Profit margins of ECEC 
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workforce

s

o

Option 1



Consider variable relationships

Wages paid to ECEC 
workforce

Profit margins of ECEC 
businesses

Retention of ECEC 
workforce in field

Stress and burnout 
experienced by ECEC 

workforce

+

-

Option 2



Is this relationship “s” or “o” ?

Amount of additional profits 
ECEC businesses can gain 

from charging out-of-pocket 
rates compared to subsidized 

rates

Density of quality ECEC 
settings in low-income 
neighborhoods where 
families primarily rely 

on subsidies



Variable A Variable B
s

Consider Time Delays

=
Funding to build 

new ECEC 
facilities

Number of new 
ECEC facilities

s=



Start by mapping variables directly 
influencing your focal goal or outcome

GOAL
Quality, accessible 

early childhood 
education and care 

(ECEC)

s

o
VariableVariable



…then map other causally 
connected variables

TIP
To keep process 

manageable, start 
by just mapping the 
20 most important 

variables

GOAL
Quality, accessible 

early childhood 
education and care 

(ECEC)

VariableVariable

Variable
Variable

Variable

o

s

s

o

s

s



…then map other causally 
connected variables

TIP
To keep process 

manageable, start 
by just mapping the 
20 most important 

variables

GOAL
Quality, accessible 

early childhood 
education and care 

(ECEC)

VariableVariable

Variable
Variable

Variable

s

o

s

s

o

s



Reinforcing Loops Balancing Loops

Even number (or absence) of “o’s” Odd number of “o’s”

Variable

Variable
Variable

Variable

Variable
Variable

s

s

s s

o

s

Identify Causal Feedback Loops



Waters Center for Systems Thinking
www.waters-center-for-systems-thinking.myshopify.com

Refer to common 
system archetypes to 
help guide your 
mapping process



TIP:
Can use a 

“Connection Circle” 
to explore 

relationships 
between variables 

Variable
VariableVariable

Variable

Variable

Variable

Variable

Variable
Variable Variable

s

s

s
s

o

o

o



Example 
Causal Loop 
Diagram/Map

People’s motivation to 
pursue or stay in ECEC 
careers

Profit margins of 
ECEC businesses

Wages/benefits paid 
to ECEC workforce

R1

# of qualified 
workforce in 
ECEC field

Supply of high-quality ECEC that 
meets families’ needs (ages, time, 
location)

GOAL: # of children* 
accessing high-quality 
ECEC programs

s

s

s

s

s

s



Deficit between market 
rate and operational cost of 
providing high-quality ECEC

People’s motivation to 
pursue or stay in ECEC 
careers

Profit margins of 
ECEC businesses

Wages/benefits paid 
to ECEC workforce

s

s

s

s

s

s

R1

# of qualified 
workforce in 
ECEC field

Supply of high-quality ECEC that 
meets families’ needs (ages, time, 
location)

o

o

s R2

Mindsets that 
devalue ECEC field

o

o
o

GOAL: # of children* 
accessing high-quality 
ECEC programs

Sufficiency of policies to 
ensure sustainable funding 
for ECEC operations

Motivation of 
elected officials 
and private sector 
to sustainably 
address ECEC 
market failure 

=



Deficit between market 
rate and operational cost of 
providing high-quality ECEC

People’s motivation to 
pursue or stay in ECEC 
careers

Profit margins of 
ECEC businesses

Wages/benefits paid 
to ECEC workforce

s

s

s

s

s

s

R1

# of qualified 
workforce in 
ECEC field

Supply of high-quality ECEC that 
meets families’ needs (ages, time, 
location)

o

o

s R2

Mindsets that 
devalue ECEC field

o

o

Use of ECEC business 
models leveraging 
economies of scale

s

s

B3

o

s
o

o

Public’s motivation 
to join power 
building efforts 
advocating for ECEC

s

R4

ECEC workforce 
stress and 
burnout

o

o
GOAL: # of children* 
accessing high-quality 
ECEC programs

Strength of coalition 
and power building 
networks in advocating 
for systemic ECEC 
solutions

Sufficiency of policies to 
ensure sustainable funding 
for ECEC operations

Motivation of 
elected officials 
and private sector 
to sustainably 
address ECEC 
market failure 

R5
=



Lots of advice on how 
to analyze system 

archetypes and 
prioritize leverage 

points

See Stroh (2015), Meadows (2008), 
and Pegasus Communications



Look at variables up and down the 
causal chain from a focal point

Participatory System Mapping 
Analysis Ideas

Find variables that have a lot of 
relevant outgoing connections

Variables “upstream” from these 
highly influential variables can 
provide sources of change

Image: Barbrook-Johnson & Penn (2022). Systems Mapping: How to build and use causal models of systems.



More 
leverage

Paradigms

Structures

Elements

Feedback Loops



Deficit between market 
rate and operational cost of 
providing high-quality ECEC

Sufficiency of policies to 
ensure sustainable funding 
for ECEC operations

People’s motivation to 
pursue or stay in ECEC 
careers

Profit margins of 
ECEC businesses

Wages/benefits paid 
to ECEC workforce

s

s

s

s

s

s # of qualified 
workforce in 
ECEC field

Supply of high-quality ECEC that 
meets families’ needs (ages, time, 
location)

Motivation of 
elected officials 
and private sector 
to sustainably 
address ECEC 
market failure 

o

o

s

Mindsets that 
devalue ECEC field

o

o

Use of ECEC business 
models leveraging 
economies of scale

s

s

o

s
o

o

Strength of coalition 
and power building 
networks advocating 
for systemic ECEC 
solutions

Public’s motivation 
to join power 
building efforts 
advocating for ECEC

s

ECEC workforce 
stress and 
burnout

o

o
GOAL: # of children* 
accessing high-quality 
ECEC programs

Which of these is the most 
powerful leverage point?

1

3 2

R1

R2

B3

R4

=
R5



How will you communicate your map 
to relevant audiences?



Show the full map to 
your internal team 
using an animated 
story



Higher-level zoomed 
in versions for more 
general audiences

Use to get people 
interested and 
engaged in action, 
and then build their 
capacity to think  
more systemically





Understand

Test Design



Understand

Step 1:
Set Boundaries

Step 2:
Ask Questions

Step 3:
Make Sense of 
the Information 



Erin Watson, Ph.D.
Weaving Change
erinwatson@weavingchange.net

Suggested Presentation Citation:
Watson, E.R. (2024). Mapping causal loops and leverage points within early 
childhood development systems to guide strategy design. Early Childhood 
Development Action Network Masterclass Series in Systems Thinking, April 2024.

mailto:erinwatson@weavingchange.net

