


Behaviours, decisions, results, 
outcomes (symptoms)

Structures, processes, rules, laws, norms, 
defined roles, money flows

Distribution and dynamics of power(s), 
privileges, relationships, implicit norms

Mindsets, values, belief systems, paradigms

Ref: Blogpost; Donella Meadows, Thinking in Systems; Nora Wilhelm; collaboratio helvetica toolbox; the Waters of Systems Change, FSG.

Direct service

Structural change

Personal transformation

Paradigm shift

Measurable, predictable, 
short-term, linear 

Difficult to measure, 
unpredictable, long-term, 

not linear, complex

https://learn.jbs.cam.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=53982
https://www.norawilhelm.org/blog/the-iceberg-model
https://www.collaboratiohelvetica.ch/en/blog/2021/4/13/iceberg-and-root-causes?rq=iceberg


Ref: Presencing Institute, Nora Wilhelm, collaboratio helvetica. Dissertation of Nora Wilhelm (Cambridge University); Embracing Complexity Report (2020).

Direct service projects Systems change work

Innovation focus = output Innovation focus = process

Solution presented clearly No clear/final solution, solutions are developed in process

Linear Iterative

Simple oder complicated Complex

Could become self-sustaining No market yet, target audience cannot finance it themselves, inequity 
issues and/or commons and ‘externalities’

Could have short-term “impact” Systems change takes time

Can be run alone Typically require collaboration (especially cross sector)

Can be explained simply Requires basic systems thinking abilities to be understood

The lack of adequate funding is one of the 
biggest obstacles to systems change work!

https://learn.jbs.cam.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=53982


● The question also preoccupies funders! 

● A coalition of foundations and changemakers 
in Switzerland came together to tackle the 
challenge of Funding Systems Change

● A year-long collaborative learning process: 
sharing insights and best practices → 
developing and testing prototypes 

Ref: Accelerating funding for systems change (2022), blogpost von Emilie Romon und Nora Wilhelm auf The Philanthropist; picture from unsplash.

Funding Systems Change Initiative 

https://thephilanthropist.ch/en/accelerating-funding-for-systems-change/


Ref: Internal slide deck of the Funding Systems Change initiative.

Funding Systems Change Initiative

https://learn.jbs.cam.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=53982
https://www.norawilhelm.org/blog/funding-systems-change


Ref: Internal slide deck of the Funding Systems Change initiative.

Funding Systems Change Initiative

https://learn.jbs.cam.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=53982
https://www.norawilhelm.org/blog/funding-systems-change


Ref: Accelerating funding for systems change (2022), blogpost von Emilie Romon und Nora Wilhelm auf The Philanthropist; icons von Freepik.

Funding Systems Change Initiative

Mindset shift

Long-term horizon 
(no quick fixes)

Adapted funding 
mechanisms

New impact measurement and 
learning frameworks

Collaboration amongst funders

Investment in capacity-building 
(within funders and partner orgs) 

Awareness of power dynamics to 
enable true collaboration and 
trust-building

Systems-informed 
strategies (funding +)

https://thephilanthropist.ch/en/accelerating-funding-for-systems-change/
https://www.freepik.com/?_gl=1*i07y75*test_ga*MTMzNDAzMDc5MC4xNjY3ODQ3MTcw*test_ga_523JXC6VL7*MTY2NzkwMjM0OS4zLjEuMTY2NzkwNDI1Ny4xOC4wLjA.*fp_ga*MTMzNDAzMDc5MC4xNjY3ODQ3MTcw*fp_ga_1ZY8468CQB*MTY2NzkwMjM0OS4zLjEuMTY2NzkwNDI1Ny4xOC4wLjA.


Blog post

https://www.norawilhelm.org/blog/funding-systems-change


Ref: Foundation funding cycle (Wilhelm), Scharmer (2018), Bonnici (2021), Accelerating funding for systems change (2022), blogpost by Emilie Romon and Nora Wilhelm in The Philanthropist, 
anecdotal evidence from personal & network experience, the Funding Systems Change Initiative. Diversity on the Boards of Non Profit Foundations by the Geneva Center for Philanthropy.

Key obstacles on the funder side

● Lack of holistic approaches, focusing only on one dimension
● Power dynamics with the grantees, and within the foundation (incl. 

lack of openness to genuine feedback)
● Fears of loss of control
● Difference of understanding & skills when it comes to navigating 

complexity within a funder
● Lack of diversity on boards
● Applying a ‘business’ approach to all kinds of social innovation work
● Resource scarcity and burn-out within funders, also leading to high 

turnover 
● Systemic pressures, e.g. to be able to explain and defend what they do, 

and to not do ‘political’ work

https://thephilanthropist.ch/en/accelerating-funding-for-systems-change/
https://www.unige.ch/philanthropie/application/files/1716/6368/4485/Rapport_Diversite_ENG_WEB.pdf


Ref: Nora Wilhelm, Funding Systems Change Initiative, Scharmer (2018), Bonnici (2021)

Key takeaways: do’s and don’ts

● Build systems awareness
● Clarify values, goals & intended impact
● Build context-informed strategies
● Focus on learning, incl. trial & error
● Involve interest groups and partner 

organisations
● Emphasise collaboration, build trust
● Stay curious, put ego aside

● Seek “One-size-fits-all” solutions 
● Claim to do systems change work when 

it’s not the case
● Linear approaches in complex settings 
● Focus on short-term outputs checklists
● Deny or ignore the partners’ expertise
● No diversity within the funder
● Block critical questions, conversations 

and feedback

https://www.norawilhelm.org/blog/funding-systems-change


● In which paradigms are our current impulses, structures and 
processes rooted?

● What "visible behaviors" and outcomes (symptoms) do these 
structures and processes cause or contribute to? 

● What "visible behaviors" and outcomes would we like to see, 
and what kind of structures and processes would support this?

Ref: Foundation funding cycle (Wilhelm), Scharmer (2018), Bonnici (2021)

Funding Systems Change Initiative: 
reflection questions



Ref: Dissertation of Nora Wilhelm (Cambridge University); Embracing Complexity Report (2020).

Challenges of Social Innovation Labs

https://learn.jbs.cam.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=53982


"How to finance systemic change is a difficult question that concerns us, and 
I would like to see us tackle the change together as a basis and carry out the 

necessary reflection work, starting with ourselves and our partners."

Manuela Balett
(Former) CEO  of Leopold 

Bachmann Stiftung

Andrew Holland
CEO of Stiftung

Mercator Schweiz

"Over the last two years, we have been thinking about new strategies 
and tools to contribute to social change on a more systemic level. We 
have realised that one-off project support and bilateral cooperation are 
not enough, even if the projects themselves are transformative. We 
need cross-sectoral collaborations, new creative approaches and 
longer-term strategies that involve multiple stakeholders."

The question of preoccupies funders

Ref: Zukunft finanzieren: die entscheidende Rolle von Stiftungen (2020), blogpost von Nora Wilhelm (collaboratio helvetica); Accelerating funding for systems change (2022), blogpost von 
Emilie Romon und Nora Wilhelm auf The Philanthropist

https://collaboratiohelvetica.ch/de/blog/zukunft-finanzieren
https://thephilanthropist.ch/en/accelerating-funding-for-systems-change/


Ref: Foundation funding cycle (Wilhelm), Scharmer (2018), Bonnici (2021), Accelerating funding for systems change (2022), blogpost by Emilie Romon and Nora Wilhelm in The Philanthropist, 
anecdotal evidence from personal & network experience, the Funding Systems Change Initiative. Diversity on the Boards of Non Profit Foundations by the Geneva Center for Philanthropy.

Key obstacles on the funder side

● Lack of holistic approaches, focusing only on one dimension
● Power dynamics with the grantees, and within the foundation (incl. 

lack of openness to genuine feedback)
● Fears of loss of control, lack of trust in the grantees
● Difference of understanding & skills when it comes to navigating 

complexity within a funder
● Lack of diversity on boards
● Applying a ‘business’ approach to all kinds of social innovation work
● Resource scarcity and burn-out within funders, also leading to high 

turnover 
● Systemic pressures, e.g. to be able to explain and defend what they do, 

and to not do ‘political’ work

https://thephilanthropist.ch/en/accelerating-funding-for-systems-change/
https://www.unige.ch/philanthropie/application/files/1716/6368/4485/Rapport_Diversite_ENG_WEB.pdf


Ref: Donella Meadows, Thinking in Systems; collaboratio helvetica toolbox; the Waters of Systems Change, FSG; Nora Wilhelm.

VS

https://learn.jbs.cam.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=53982
https://www.collaboratiohelvetica.ch/en/blog/2021/4/13/iceberg-and-root-causes?rq=iceberg

