
TIME ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION

DAY 1

8:30-8:45 a.m. Introduction and overview

Roles
•	 Facilitator

Steps
•	 Brief introductions
•	 Presenter introduces basic concepts of systems thinking

8:45-9:30 a.m.
Behavior-over-time graphs 
(BOTG)

Materials required
•	 Stacks of 8.5x11 white paper
•	 Large blank wall on which to attach sheets of paper
•	 Thick-tipped markers
•	 Blue painter’s tape
•	 Phone camera to capture the graphs

Roles
•	 Facilitator
•	 Cluster-builder

Steps
•	 Hand out multiple sheets of 8.5x11 white paper per person
•	 Facilitator shows the group how to draw a BOTG and gives 

an example; the example includes a hoped-for scenario, a 
business-as-usual scenario and a feared scenario

•	 Ask participants to draw BOTGs—one variable per graph 
and one graph per piece of paper—based on the following 
prompt: What are the key variables affecting the processes 
and outcomes of the workforce development system? OR 
What factors affect and are affected by a gap between 
industry job needs and workers?

•	 Facilitator walks around to help the group as needed; give 
people 15 minutes to complete this part of the exercise

•	 Ask participants to arrange their graphs with their favorite 
graphs on top

•	 Ask participants to share one graph at a time and explain the 
variable and why it is important

•	 Facilitator takes the graph and hands it to the cluster-builder
•	 Facilitator repeats the steps to share the graphs until all the 

graphs that the group wants to share are shared
•	 Facilitator asks the cluster-builder to build clusters with the 

shared BOTGs
•	 Facilitator asks the cluster-builder to share the clusters and 

summarize the dynamics that help characterize the problem 
emerging from participants’ graphs

•	 Facilitator asks the group to comment on the clusters and 
what they see as emerging
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DAY 1

9:30-10:20 a.m. Connection circle

Materials required
•	 Flip chart pages
•	 Thick-tipped markers

Roles
•	 Facilitator

Steps
•	 Facilitator explains the goal of the exercise and gives  

an example
•	 Provide a piece of flip chart paper with a large circle; divide 

participants into groups of three
•	 Ask participants to pick two variables that affect each other 

and connect them with an arrow pointing in the direction 
of influence; ask to add a polarity, and explain the polarity 
concept again

•	 Ask participants to pick another pair and repeat
•	 Ask participants to choose a variable; begin asking about 

how that variable is impacted and/or impacts other variables 
on the board

10:20-10:30 a.m. Next steps

Roles
•	 Facilitator

Steps
•	 Facilitate reflection on process/product
•	 Key takeaways
•	 Expectations for session two

Post-event Cleanup •	 Take pictures of BOTGs

Post-event Develop systems map
•	 Use the connection circle to develop an initial version of the 

systems map

Day 2 on next page
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DAY 2

Pre-event Prepare systems map •	 Draw systems map on the meeting room whiteboard

8:30-8:45 a.m. Present systems map

Roles
•	 Facilitator

Steps
•	 Share the work that the group did in the first session
•	 Inform the group that the map represents the exact same 

variables and connections they made; add that nothing has 
been changed, only rearranged and combined

•	 Show where the feedback loops are; ask if participants 
would like to say something about the feedback loops

•	 Tell the story behind interacting feedback loops

8:45-9:30 a.m. Building the systems map

Roles
•	 Facilitator

Steps
•	 Ask the group the following questions:

•	 What didn’t get captured from yesterday’s discussion?
•	 Are there variables from the earlier session that should  

be included?
•	 Are there new variables that need to be included?

•	 Ask specific questions to help the group close feedback loops
•	 Highlight feedback loops; ask group members if they have 

observed these feedback loops
•	 If there is a reinforcing loop, ask what would constrain  

this process
•	 If there is a balancing loop, ask what might be setting the goal
•	 Ask the group whether, as they view the map, they see any 

themes evolving
•	 Ask what feedback loops are most interesting

9:30-10:15 a.m. Places to intervene

Materials required
•	 Post-it notes
•	 Thick-tipped markers

Roles
•	 Facilitator
•	 Reflector (places Post-it notes on the systems map and 

guides reflection exercise)

Steps 
Explanation
•	 Facilitator explains that each of the variables represents a 

place to intervene in the system to move the behavior of the 
system to a desired outcome

•	 Each intervention can be thought about in terms of impact 
and feasibility; some interventions may have high impact but 
low feasibility and vice versa

•	 Each intervention targets a particular place or variable in the 
model; it can either increase or decrease the variable based 
on the intended outcome
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DAY 2

9:30-10:15 a.m. Places to intervene

Steps (continued) 
Activity
•	 Facilitator asks each participant to write the name of 

a variable from the model; this is the variable that the 
intervention or policy would target 

•	 Along with the variable name, participants write down how 
feasible (F) the change is and how impactful (I) the change 
is to the main problem; for example, a Post-it note may have 
“Variable Name; F= 8/10; I= 4/10”

•	 Remind participants to write only one variable per Post-it note
•	 Variables that are not in the model are OK, but remind 

participants they will have to show how the variable is linked 
in the model

•	 Give participants 10 minutes to write as many intervention 
points as they want

•	 Facilitator asks each person to share their intervention; 
if someone else has already shared an intervention, 
participants can share a different one

•	 As the participant shares the Post-it, facilitator asks 
clarifying questions: Can you tell me more about how you 
rated the variables? OR How do you understand the way a 
change in this variable impacts the system and topic?

•	 As participants share, the reflector adds the Post-it on the 
systems map

Reflector
•	 Once all the Post-its are added, the reflector shares  

insights about:
•	 Potential low-hanging fruit
•	 High impact but low feasibility items, which are places 

where stakeholders can work together to reduce barriers 
for implementation

•	 Other insights

10:15-10:30 a.m. Reflection and next steps

Roles
•	 Facilitator

Steps
•	 Facilitator shares some reflections
•	 Ask participants to share their own reflections, feedback  

and insights

Next steps
•	 Clean up the systems map and share a slide deck that in-

cludes themes from interviews and a summary of places to 
intervene activity

•	 Offer to do a virtual presentation of the cleaned-up system 
map if there is interest

•	 Acknowledge there are many different directions to take 
from this point and ask participants if they have ideas


