
   

 

C 
omplex Systems Thinking is a promising and potentially 

transformational way of understanding and approaching 

health. It is based on the idea that when all stakeholders 

and their patterns of interactions are considered as a whole, we 

can comprehend health concerns more fully than when simply viewing each part in isolation. Such an 

approach means that we must consider economic, political, and social components, factors that might 

seem unrelated to health. Also, because health challenges are complex, and solutions differ depending 

on time and place, we cannot successfully impose a top-down plan of action and consistently achieve 

predictable, positive results. Instead it is often best to facilitate environments where local individuals, 

agencies and communities self-organize to improve health. In many instances, such approaches can lead 

to innovative, beneficial results that health planners might never have imagined. Complex Systems 

Thinking provides the framework, principles and approaches to rethink our basic assumptions about 

health, increase local capacity, and unite to create the future we desire.   

  The factors that influence health are increasingly 

complex. Healthcare and public health workers struggle to 

address challenges such as obesity, malnutrition and heart 

disease that are multi-faceted, dynamic, and interconnected. 

These problems are often termed ñwicked problemsò because 

they are resistant to change; they have multiple possible 

causes, and solutions vary in place and time, depending on 

local context. When addressing such health challenges, policy 

makers hope that their actions have maximum impact while 

minimizing unintended consequences. Researchers aim to 

narrow the gap between experimental evidence and clinical 

application. And health educators aspire to facilitate the 

development of global citizens that cooperate to develop 

efficient and equitable health systems.  

In this document we introduce Complex Systems 

Thinking, a promising approach to addressing health 

challenges in our complex world. We will explain basic 

concepts and share application questions. We also introduce 

ñSystems Thinking for Capacity in Health,ò an emerging 

network of professionals, students and citizens that are 

engaged in this topic. We hope to strengthen our global 

network and facilitate the formation of a community of 

practice - a virtual place where health professionals interested 

in applying systems thinking and complexity concepts can 

share and learn together.  We hope youôll join us! 

An Introduction to Complex Systems Thinking in Health. Systems Thinking for Capacity in 

Health Web site. http://st4chealth.com/2016/03/24/introductory-white-paper/. Published 

March 24, 2016. 

 

KEY CONCEPTS 

¶ Complex Systems Thinking  

¶ Mental Models & Diverse 

Perspectives 

¶ Interrelationships 

¶ Boundaries 

¶ Shared Vision 

¶ Unintended Consequences 

¶ Emergence 

¶ Feedback Loops 

¶ Adaptability 

¶ Leverage 

¶ Transformational Leadership 
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W 
e as a global community have witnessed 

tremendous successes in public health, 

including the eradication of smallpox, 

treatment of diarrhea with oral rehydration solutions, and 

successful organ transplants. However, whether it be a 

specific patient, disease, project, or policy, these 

dramatic successes were often accomplished by focusing 

on singular solutions to individual problems. 

Todayôs health dilemmas are increasingly complex, 

rendering approaches of the past inadequate. Consider 

obesity, for example.  It is caused by multiple interacting 

factors including family history, socioeconomic status, 

lifestyle, diet, exercise habits, and culture. Given the 

complexity of these interactions, it isnôt always clear how 

to intervene at a given time and place. Too often this 

fragmented approach, which has dominated our health 

promoting activities, results in unintended consequences 

such as dependencies, inefficiencies, and inequities.  

Complex Systems Thinking acknowledges that a 

variety of diverse and complex factors influence the 

quality of health in a given community. To account for 

these influences, Complex Systems Thinking provides a 

way of looking at health that is focused on defining and 

understanding the dynamic interrelationships and forces 

that shape the structure and behavior of health practices. 

It provides a framework for facilitating cooperation 

among diverse stakeholders by ñfocusing on 

collaboration across disciplines, sectors and 

organizations; ongoing, iterative learning; and 

transformational leadership.ò1 

Complex Systems Thinking is not a well-defined 

plan, but a perspective that allows us to identify patterns, 

interrelationships, and boundaries; connect with and 

mobilize others; and recognize and exploit important 

leverage points, resulting in lasting, positive change.2   

Complex Systems Thinking tools can lead to 

transformational changes in health practice, education, 

research, and policy.1 
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