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Embedding systemic design practices in an experienced
international development design studio

Frida Lizeth Gomez Poblette and Pieter Jan Stappers

Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering, Delft University of Technology, Netherlands

Butterfly Works (BW) is a social design studio based in Amsterdam, working

mainly in international development for over 20 years. This project aimed to

equip the team at Butterfly Works with a design methodology that allows them

to navigate and work with complex problems and position them as practitioners

and facilitators of systemic change. The process started by analysing their

current practice with a systemic design perspective to identify how they are

tacitly adopting this approach and find ways to complement it with new

approaches. A framework was synthesised based on the systemic design

principles from the literature and used as a lens to investigate their approach to

an ongoing project that served as a case study. Practices that followed the

principles and challenges related to them were identified. Understanding

relationships, navigating systems, experimental prototyping and long-term

strategies were the challenges from that case that inspired the creation of

strategies based on the systemic design principles to address them. The

strategies were validated in a hypothetical future project to see how the team

envisioned their use. The validated strategies were synthesised and integrated

into BW’s current design methodology. The result was an eight-phase

methodology, previously five-phase, with several activities and recommendations

for using new tools and methods.
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Presentation description

This presentation focuses on how systemic design theories can be helpful for

experienced design agencies working on systemic problems, such as Butterfly Works

(BW), which has worked on projects on international development, like improving

education and job opportunities for African youth, for over twenty years.

The recent growth in attention in academic design research for systemic design has the

promise of bringing new tools to this practice. We aimed to equip the team of designers

and strategists with a design methodology that allows them to adopt systemic design

practices and directly apply them to their projects. This case study focused on the

additions needed for a concrete intervention in an ongoing practice. We started from a

set of principles and an analysis of that practice, developing strategies to tackle specific

challenges the practitioners faced. An in-depth comparison to other existing approaches

was beyond this project's scope.

Review: lessons from the literature for a design practice

Systemic design literature offers principles which could guide design practitioners in

various cases. Several authors have attended to how the principles of design thinking

and systems thinking can be integrated into design and drawn lessons from how this

has been done in design agencies that deal with systemic problems (REFS). Van der

Bijl-Brouwer (2020) states that principles can be pillars for creating novel approaches,

tools, and processes. By that, a framework was synthesised from the literature. Figure 1

gives an overview of the integration of these lessons.
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Figure 1. Systemic design falls into principles that designers can use to guide their practice.

These principles were grouped into six groups shown above.
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​​In this project, the lessons from the literature were coupled with the experience of

Butterfly Works. They introduce themselves as “A social design studio pioneering the

use of co-creation and design thinking in international development” (Butterfly Works,

2022). The aim was to find principles that could guide design agencies to organise

projects around systemic change.

Method: the process of integrating systemic design

Equipped with the insights from literature, the first author engaged with the BW team in

a series of codesign workshops following the path of expression (Figure 2). The first step

was to understand their current design practice and methodology. Second, to compare

the approach to one of their projects with the systemic design framework shown above,

and third, to identify matching practices and challenges the team faced. The fourth and

last step was to create strategies to overcome those challenges and validate their

applicability in their future practice.

Figure 2. The path of expression is a codesign methodology that guides participants to reflect on

past experiences to uncover underlying patterns and values. Figure 2 is adapted from Sanders &

Stappers (2012).
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Insights into an experienced design practice

The sessions reviewed two earlier projects of BW: ‘Work in Progress (WIP) and 'Technical

and vocational education and training schools'  (TVET). The WIP is a three-year

programme led by Oxfam Novib in alliance with BW and other organisations. Its goal is

to address unemployment in Africa by supporting youth in getting jobs. Programmes

like this bind together several projects from the partners. In TVET, BW aimed to improve

the school’s impact on young people by preparing them for the job market. These

projects were used to analyse BW’s existing approaches through a systemic design lens.

The result shows that BW’s current practice already contains several systemic design

principles. And four of the challenges they faced throughout were characterised as

systemic design challenges. Therefore, the value that systemic design could bring to BW

was synthesised in four aspects:

1. To understand the relationships, tensions, interactions, and dynamics between

stakeholders.

2. To understand how a system works and find the root cause of the problems.

3. To test with several prototypes in a minimum viable way and learn from the

system's feedback.

4. And lastly, to become explicit about their intentions with the project with

stakeholders and identify where ownership can be grounded.

Creating a strategy to overcome systemic design challenges

Using the systemic design framework (Figure 1), the team working on the TVET project

came up with ideas to apply the principles and address their challenges.

Their ideas included tools and activities they already use, such as stakeholder maps and

interviews. However, these had not been used before to address those aspects

explicitly. The ideas were organised and synthesised into strategies.

A hypothetical project in the future was used to validate the applicability of the

strategies during several sessions with the BW team. The team brought their expertise

in two ways: by zooming in on each of the strategies' activities and evaluating aspects
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like the interactions they would have with the stakeholders; and by zooming out and

seeing how this would fit their overall process and what it could mean for their business

development.

From five to an eight-phase method

BW had a five-phase design thinking method that they used in all their projects (Figure

3). The proposed framework highlights the importance of three phases that were not

part of BW’s design thinking approach. Understanding the problem becomes a separate

phase from design research as it is meant to include the stakeholders and not be

exclusive to designers, who are the primary conductors of design research. Envisioning

also has more relevance in this framework as it is an essential activity that guides the

following phases. Onboarding the stakeholders in implementation aims to show that

this is as important as other phases and that a project cannot continue without it.

The systemic design practices they already implemented in TVET were also made

explicit. These were activities like building the capacity of the stakeholders to innovate,

which do not belong to a particular phase of the method. Therefore, they were

described as responsibilities of the team to carry out throughout projects and divided

among the different roles of the team members (Figure 5). After integrating the

strategies created by the team into their method, new phases emerged to make the

importance of carrying out those activities in a systemic design project explicit. The

complete approach is shown in Figure 4.

Figure 3. BW’s previous design method comprised five phases.
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Figure 4. Eight phases comprise the new method for systemic design projects from BW. Note

that phases 1,2,5,7, and 8 build on earlier practice in Figure 3.
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Figure 5. Proposed responsibilities for each team member to work with a systemic design

approach.
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Discussion and conclusions

Throughout the process, the team at BW became aware of the importance of

addressing their systemic challenges and explicitly including them in their regular

activities. They recognised that using the new method would have made the process of

TVET more effective. They showed enthusiasm to include the new approach in their

proposals for new projects and started using it.

This project showed how a design agency that has already been working successfully for

two decades in what we now call the ‘systemic change’ area could benefit from systemic

design theory in a way that builds on and extends its existing expertise.

The value that this project brings to BW is directly linked to awareness. Before this

project, BW worked with complexity and found some aspects challenging. They were

conscious of the need to address them. However, this project brings a different

perspective to those challenges. Power dynamics, relations, and ambiguous ownership

are characteristics inherent to systems. And this model, based on academic research,

was created specifically for the team at BW, their way of working and involving

stakeholders and using their resources like their toolbox and expertise. A sign of

success for using this framework and method would be that BW overcomes the

challenges and faces new challenges that nudge them to refer to the framework and

develop new strategies in each phase of the method. This is the beginning of creating a

new approach for BW, and the need for new tools and strategies will grow as their

experience working on systemic issues does.

The ease and enthusiasm with which the team at BW included the systemic design

principles in their practice indicate that this will also prove valuable for other

practitioners. The next step for this project would be to evaluate it to see whether the

enthusiasm remains.
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