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We are the generation (the last one)  
who is able to do something about this –  
we need to learn from each other  
and we need to bring stakeholders  
together for a whole society approach
Svenja Schulze, Minister of the Environment, Nature Conservation  

and Nuclear Safety, during Global NDC Conference 2019“ ”
 “The most common cause of failure 
in leadership is produced by  
treating adaptive challenges as if 
they were technical problems” 
Ron Heifetz, Co-Author: The Practice of Adaptive Leadership1

 “A new type of thinking is 
essential if mankind is  
to survive and move toward 
higher levels” 
Albert Einstein2
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BOX 1: KEY POINTS

Key Points:

• Systemic leadership is crucial for NDC 

implementation.

• The climate crisis is a wicked problem with inter-

connected environmental, social and economic 

challenges. 

• According to the Cynefin model the challenge of 

NDC implementation can be characterized as a 

complex system; it requires a shift in mindset to 

unlock cultural and behavioral changes.

• Implementing NDCs requires recognising the 

importance of context and working with systemic 

principles and practices, rather than with a 

defined set of rules. Taking a systemic approach 

involves exploring and understanding the 

inter-relationships and dynamics in a system to 

find potential intervention points where we can 

make our best contribution to positive change. 

• System change and innovation can be unlocked 

through cycles of experimentation and learning.

• We need courage to let go of that to which we 

have grown accustomed.

• We need a form of leadership which is more 

systemic, more distributed, more collaborative, 

more reflective and more in touch with purpose 

and with the needs of the world around us. 

• Leadership is the collective capacity of a system to 

adapt and transform itself.

• There are many practices to support our personal 

and collective leadership capacities.

1. Background

The world is facing a global anthropogenic climate crisis, 
which threatens the stability of vital ecological, social 
and economic systems.3 In response, the vast majority of 
states agreed in the 2015 Paris Agreement, to limit global 
warming to well below 2°C. The main instrument of the 
Paris Agreement is the Nationally Determined Contribu-
tions (NDCs), in which each country can determine its 
national contributions to limit global warming. However, 
current country efforts are nowhere near sufficient to reach 
the goal of the Paris Agreement.4 With the 2020 NDC 
updates around the corner, countries need to increase the 
rate of system innovation (defined as “a transition from 
one socio-technical system to another”)5 enabled by NDC 
implementation and raising ambition.

The Global NDC Conference 2019 aimed to inspire and 
enable policy makers and practitioners to accelerate the 
pace and scale of transformational change – via NDC 
implementation – to reach the long-term goals of the Paris 
Agreement. The conference brought together 350 people 
involved in the implementation of NDCs from across 
80 countries to share experiences and learn from each other; 
it was designed to highlight and learn from pioneering, 
innovative and game changing initiatives across NDC 
implementation worldwide.

Given the scale of the climate crisis and the NDC imple-
mentation challenges, the conference recognized the impor-
tance of systemic leadership by individuals, organisations 
and countries in responding effectively6. 

This working paper is a first attempt to pull together 
current and emerging insights and raise awareness among 
climate practitioners and policy makers of the importance 
of systemic leadership as an approach for enhanced NDC 
implementation. It especially addresses officers in funding 
and implementing agencies, but also decision makers in 
partner countries. 

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://globalndcconference.org/
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trace direct paths from cause to effect, and to develop and 
implement problem-solving plans to act upon and control 
the world around us.

However, many of the challenges we are facing today, such 
as the climate crisis and NDC implementation, are wicked 
problems8,9. They have no boundaries or clear definitions. 
They are interconnected with other environmental, social 
and economic challenges. They are inherently complex, 
continually adapting and evolving in response to changes in 
context, with triggers of change and unpredictable solutions 
emerging from unexpected places10. These kinds of challenges 
cannot be simply solved11; we can no longer rely solely on our 
ability to accurately analyse, predict, plan and act accord-
ingly. We need to work through these challenges over longer 
timescales and in collaboration with others, unlocking system 
change and innovation through experimentation, paying 
attention to what happens and amplifying what works, rather 
than seeking silver bullet solutions. To do this, we need to 
adopt more emergent ways of working and embrace other 
ways of thinking and knowing which complement rational 
analysis. As the Great Mindshift12 describes, we need “new 
social imaginaries, sets of ideas including values, institutions, 
laws and symbols through which people imagine their social 
whole and envisage how alternative systems would differ 
from the current situation – and the courage to let go of that 
to which we have grown accustomed”. 

Thus, to enable NDC implementation and raised ambition, 
we need a form of leadership which is more systemic, more 
distributed, more collaborative, more reflective and more 
in touch with purpose and with the needs13 of the world 
around us. And we need leaders from across all of society: 
people who are passionate about the transformation to a 
1.5° world and who take responsibility, wherever they are, 
for contributing to making it happen14. 

 “The deep changes necessary to accelerate progress 
against society’s most intractable problems require 
a unique type of leader – the system leader, a person 
who catalyzes collective leadership”

From The Dawn of System Leadership15

2. The link between climate and 
systemic leadership

At a macro-scale, the earth’s climate system can be described 
as a complex adaptive system. The pattern of climate behav-
iour (and change) results from the interactions of five major 
climate sub-systems: the atmosphere (air), the hydrosphere 
(water), the cryosphere (ice and permafrost), the lithosphere 
(earth’s support rocky layer) and biosphere (living things).7 
These patterns are being disrupted by the climate system’s 
interactions over the last few centuries with the multitude 
of socio-technical systems created by human development, 
including economic systems, food systems and city systems; 
global warming and the current climate crisis have emerged 
from these interactions. Today’s climate crisis arises from the 
solutions to challenges faced by human development to date.

Over the past few centuries, we have primarily responded 
to the challenges of the time with technical and problem- 
solving approaches. These approaches assume that we can 
predict, control and solve the problems confronting us, and  
that through addressing these problems one by one, we 
can continuously enable ongoing human development. We 
seek to break challenges down into smaller, discrete, more 
understandable problems, to analyse those problems and 

PICTURE 1: LEADERSHIP AT GLOBAL NDC CONFERENCE, 

© GABRIELE SCHLIPF 2019
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finding potential intervention points17 in the system where 
modest actions have the potential for significant impact; 
and experimenting, learning and adapting, so that we can 
engage with a constantly changing environment and see 
the ripple effects of our actions within the context of the 
broader system.

Systemic approaches to change are increasingly being used 
to tackle wicked problems across multiple sectors, includ-
ing private sector, philanthropy, social services and civil 
society. Multi-stakeholder platforms, such as the Sustainable 
Food Lab, Protein Challenge 2040 or the United Nations 
Environment Programme Finance Initiative, are being set 
up to enable more systemic responses and collaboration on 
complex sustainable development challenges. 

The Cynefin model18 offers a framework to help iden-
tify what kind of challenge we are facing. It describes 
four different operating contexts and suggests the type of 
approach which best responds to each.

3. Taking a systemic approach  
to NDC implementation
A system can be defined as a collection of parts or elements 
which are (seen by someone as) organised as a whole and 
interact together in order to do something. The parts of 
a system interact in such a way that they produce their 
own pattern of behaviour over time. In complex systems, 
unexpected properties or behaviours can arise from these 
interactions; this is known as emergence. Systems come in 
all shapes and sizes, and are nested within ‘chains of smaller 
and larger systems’16. For example, a bee (which is a system 
in itself ) is nested within the bigger system of a beehive; 
the beehive is nested within the forest where it is located; 
the forest is nested in a country (or a continent) and so 
on. These chains of systems and sub-systems also interact 
with and influence each other. 

Taking a systemic approach involves exploring and under-
standing the inter-relationships and dynamics of a system 
(which helps us to make sense of complex environments); 

UNORDERED

ORDERED

COMPLEX

SIMPLE

COMPLICATED
CHAOTIC

act
sense
respond

probe
sense
respond

sense
analyze
respond

sense
categorize
respond

DISORDER

FIGURE 1: CYNEFIN MODEL BY SNOWDEN & BOONE 2007

https://sustainablefoodlab.org/
https://sustainablefoodlab.org/
https://www.forumforthefuture.org/protein-challenge
https://www.unepfi.org/
https://www.unepfi.org/
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The Cynefin framework highlights that the challenge of 
responding to the climate crisis poses a range of problems 
that span all of these operating contexts, requiring a range 
of different approaches and responses accordingly. Many 
of the challenges of NDC implementation, particularly the 
social aspects of mindset, cultural and behavioral change, 
can be characterized as complex challenges which require a 
systemic approach to change. 

4. Leading systemic change 
for NDC implementation and 
ambition raising

Enabling transformation of large complex issues, such as 
NDC implementation and ambition raising in response 
to the climate crisis, requires the active participation of 
all stakeholders in the systems we are seeking to influ-
ence, greater agility, shorter planning cycles and working 
more collaboratively across multi-stakeholder groups. 
It involves mastering the art of navigating in unknown 
territory and facilitating the emergence of change. To do 
this, we need to recognize that: 

• Leading change is no longer just about the guy at the 
top – everyone must be involved in responding to the 
challenges we face and in finding solutions. 

• Leading change is no longer just about isolated individu-
als, actions or solutions – we need to build our collective 
capacity to sense, shape and transform the future, at 
individual, organisational and system levels. 

• Transformational change is not about setting a fixed 
goal and following linear, sequential plans to get there 
– rather we need to set a longer term intended outcome 
and then be flexible and adaptive in how we get there, 
carrying out experiments, paying attention and reflect-
ing to learn what works to move us towards our desired 
outcome.

In simple contexts, cause and effect relationships are fully 
known and certain. The right answer is obvious to every-
one – for example to increase the temperature of a shower, 
we turn the hot tap in the right direction. In these situa-
tions, it is quite easy to make sense of the problem, catego-
rize the cause and effect relationship and use proven best 
practice to solve it, in this example by turning the hot tap.

In complicated situations, cause and effect relationships 
are knowable and certain, but not obvious to everyone – 
for example building an aeroplane. There may be multiple 
ways to solve the problem, and the decision maker may 
not have all the necessary expertise to solve it alone. More 
complicated analysis techniques, expert teams and good 
practices based on previous experience are important in 
developing the best fit solution. 

When operating in a chaotic context, such as the aftermath 
of a natural disaster or other emergency response situation, 
the relationship between cause and effect is turbulent, 
constantly changing and unknowable. These circumstances 
require us to act immediately in order to stabilise the situa-
tion and then work to bring the system into one of the other 
fields. Acting in chaotic situations requires quick instinctive 
and intuitive reactions to the situation as it unfolds.

In the context of complex problems, cause and effect 
relationships do exist, but they are multiple, interdepend-
ent, unpredictable, contextual and dynamic – usually only 
determined in restrospect. Real time analysis and problem- 
solving approaches are limited; best practices may not be 
applicable. Complex situations require a more experimental 
approach, preferably with a portfolio of parallel activities, to 
probe the system and gain insights into the inter-relation-
ships and dynamics of the challenge. Through sensing into 
the challenge, we can identify entry points and test the 
impact of different interventions. Here, the conditions for 
learning must be created, from which new practical insights 
and emerging practices can be developed. 

Where we do not understand enough about a challenge 
to identify the operating context, we are in disorder. The 
task here is to break the situation down into the four other 
types.
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vision of what good would look like in the longer term, 
along with a mid-term desired outcome, provides us 
with a guiding star to help us determine our short and 
medium term actions.

• See the system: seeing our piece of the puzzle in 
the context of the bigger picture enables us to get a 
deeper understanding of the system we are seeking to 
influence. Through identifying and understanding 
the perspectives, mental models and interrelationships 
between different parts and different actors of the 
system, we start to see the dynamics of the system – 
its purpose, the patterns, underlying assumptions 
and the deeper structures, forces and root causes at 
play.  Various types of system mapping approaches can 
help build a shared picture of these dynamics.

Figure 2 proposes a model of systemic leadership, which 
offers both a process for a systems approach to change, 
alongside with 4 dimensions of systemic practice. It is 
a principles-led model: application is intended to be 
inter-connected, iterative and adaptive according to context, 
rather than offering a definitive, step-by-step approach. It 
is influenced by systems thinking, complexity sciences and 
working with emergence. 

The inner circle of Figure 2 depicts a systems approach to 
change:

• Describe the challenge: defining the focus for our 
change work is the starting point for systems change 
interventions. Diagnosing the challenge we are focusing 
on in our current reality and imagining an aspirational 

Describe
the

Challenge

Spot
Leverage
Points

Act
Strategically

See the
System

Collaborate Across Bounda
ries

Leverage Diversity

Experiment, Learn and Ada
pt

Systemic Mindset + Practices

FIGURE 2: A MODEL OF SYSTEMIC LEADERSHIP LEADERSHIP BY EDGE EFFECTS 2019
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In Box 2, some helpful guiding questions for taking a 
systemic approach to leadership are suggested.

Taking a systems approach to change builds on four under-
lying systemic principles:

• Collaborate across boundaries: no independent actor 
can address complex systemic challenges, such as climate 
change, on their own. Instead, we need collaborative 
processes that include all relevant stakeholders who 
are involved in and/or affected by the challenge we are 
addressing. Engaging with diverse groups of stakehold-
ers enables a deeper, richer understanding of the system 
and opens up more options for coordinated actions. 
Depending upon our context, this could include collabo-
rating across teams, ministries, organisations, disciplines, 
sectors, countries and continents. 

• Spot leverage points: as we better understand the 
dynamics of the system, different opportunities to either 
strengthen or disrupt its dynamics in ways which will 
enable change towards our desired outcome to emerge. 
Different leverage points will have different potential for 
impacts (both intended and unintended consequences), 
depending on our desired outcome and on the readiness 
of the system.

• Act strategically: reflecting upon who we are, our role 
in the system and the potential contribution we can 
make to unlock change across the leverage points can 
help us to identify where we are best placed to intervene 
and take action. Keeping a focus on our desired longer 
term vision and identifying who we could collaborate 
with help us decide what action to prioritise in the short 
and medium term.

BOX 2: SUGGESTIONS OF HELPFUL QUESTIONS FOR TAKING A SYSTEMIC APPROACH TO CHANGE

Describe the challenge

What is the problem you want to address? What 

is the system you want to influence? Who are the 

 various stakeholders affected by the problem (posi-

tive and negative)? What are your hopes for what the 

future of this could look like in 20–30 years? What 

would you like to be different in 5-10 years as a step 

towards that future?

See the system

Who are the key players & what are the key parts 

of this system? What are the relationships and 

inter- connections between them? What are the macro 

trends and propensities of the system and how do 

they connect to behaviours at a local level? What are 

the deeper dynamics at play? Assumptions? Power? 

Patterns of behaviour? Feedback loops? Root causes? 

Spot leverage points

Where are the influential nodes in this system? Where 

is this system frozen? Where is there energy for 

change? Where are there bright spots of innovation 

and change already happening? 

Act strategically

Given our identity, role and resources, where can we 

have the biggest impact? How might engaging in that 

way lead to positive medium- and long-term change? 

How might we best complement or add value to what 

other stakeholders are doing? How might we create 

conditions for more stakeholders to engage in this 

change agenda? 
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BOX 3: THE ROLE OF STAKEHOLDERS IN 

NDC IMPLEMENTATION

A key message throughout the Global NDC  Conference 

2019 was that in tackling climate change, every-

one is a stakeholder. Sub-national actors are key 

to bridging the gap between ambitious national 

climate targets and the concrete actions required 

on the ground. Diverse private sector players are 

acting both as financiers and as implementers 

of net zero emission products and services with 

climate change-related benefits. Increasing engage-

ment and the participation of women and girls in 

climate-smart development offers one of the most 

effective accelerators for achieving climate goals. 

Young people are increasingly voicing their concerns 

for their future, demanding that the climate crisis is 

treated with urgency and that more action is taken 

to safeguard their future. Indigenous peoples, with 

the wisdom from their cultural heritage, have their 

own vision of the world’s forest that offers different 

approaches to protecting their land and livelihoods. 

Collective and inclusive leadership is needed in 

order to have real change happening.

 
5. Starting to act differently
 “The success of an intervention depends on the 
interior condition of the intervener”

Bill O’Brien, late CEO, Hanover Insurance19

Thinking systemically gives us a way of making sense of what 
is going on around us and how we might be able to unlock 
positive change. But change only happens when we start 
behaving differently, which starts with each and every one of 
us. Otto Scharmer suggests that a lack of (collective and indi-
vidual) awareness of our source (who we are and the inner 
place from which we operate) is a “blindspot of leadership”20 
which we need to pay attention to if we want to effectively 
respond to our global challenges and transform our global 
systems. 

• Leverage diversity: finding innovative solutions which 
address underlying systemic issues rarely happens in the 
mainstream – rather, going to the edges of our comfort 
zones and seeking out diversity is where most new 
ideas start. Reaching out to people and places of differ-
ent perspectives and experiences and inquiring with an 
open mind is a rich source of creative conflict, creative 
thinking, new ideas and innovative solutions. 

• Experiment, learn and adapt: when navigating in 
unknown territory and working with emergence, there 
are no blue prints, how to guides (or experts) with a 
silver bullet solution. We learn fastest and best about 
what works through taking action and paying atten-
tion to our experience, rather than through thinking 
alone. Part of the journey is to get started, dealing with 
surprises, learning and adapting as we go. Start small 
and simple, learn with minimal resources, get feedback 
and build the case for more resources to continue. 

• Systemic Mindset and Practices: to deepen our impact 
as systemic leaders involves embracing key mindset shifts 
and developing different practices. These include:
 – actively engaging multiple perspectives
 – creating space to step back and look at the bigger 

picture
 – seeing patterns over time, not just problems as 

isolated events
 – seeking underlying root causes, rather than addressing 

the symptomatic problem 
 – constantly learning about the system and how to be 

effective in it
 – experimenting with different actions, and re-framing 

failure as our first attempt in learning
 – reflecting and becoming aware of our assumptions 

and mental models
 – recognising that we are active participants in the 

system – we influence it as we are influenced by it
 – recognising that “essentially, all models are wrong, 

but some are useful”
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Getting in Practice: reflecting and becoming aware of 

our assumptions and mental models 

We all hold our own mental models – our deeply held 
beliefs about how the world works, and the thought 
processes (often habitual) which we use to understand 
life, make decisions and solve problems. Many of those 
thought processes happen in a split second; we are not 
conscious of them, or of the assumptions and biases that 
are embedded in them. They are also not visible to other 
people, who often only see the actions we take, which 
they make sense of through their own (different) mental 
models. Chris Argyris’s Ladder of Inference23 is a tool 
which provides insight into our own mental models and 
helps us to reach more considered conclusions, rather than 
jumping to a premature conclusion based on our implicit 
assumptions. Over time, using the Ladder of Inference can 
help improve our self-awareness, the way we communicate 
with others by making our own thinking and reasoning 
more visible and our ability to understand where others 
are coming from by giving us ways of inquiring into their 
thinking and  reasoning. 

Getting in Practice: The Art of Listening 

Many of us have been trained in how to communicate – 
to read, to write or to speak – but we are not often trained 
in how to listen. And yet listening is often identified as a 
critical leadership skill. From Stephen Covey’s 5th habit: 
Seek first to understand, then be understood24 to many of 
Dale Carnegie’s golden rules in How to Win Friends and 
Influence People25 to Melissa Daimler’s Listening is an 
Overlooked Leadership Tool26. Otto Scharmer writes: “All 
great leadership starts with listening. That means listening with 
a wide open mind, heart and will. It means listening to what 
is being said as well as what isn’t being said. It means listening 
to the latent needs and aspirations of all people.” 27

The quality of our listening is determined by our internal 
intention and attention. Theory U recognises listening as a 
foundational tool for leading change28 and suggests 4 levels 
of increasingly effective listening capacity: 

• L1. Downloading: where we are listening primarily to 
re-confirm what we already think or believe and hear 
only what backs up our own assumptions

Similarly, Deborah Rowland’s research suggests that “leading 
change starts inside yourself”21 and that successful change 
leaders paid attention to their way of being, as well as what 
they were doing.

For those of us seeking to act as change agents and lead 
more systemically, there are a number of simple systemic 
practices that we can do to become more aware of our 
source and to shift the quality of our (& others’) attention. 
A sample of these are mentioned below.

I take
Actions
based on
my beliefs

I add
Meanings
(cultural

and personal

Observable 
“data” and experiences

(as a videotape
recorder might

capture it)

The reflexive 
loop (our 
beliefs affect
what data 
we select 
next time)

I select
“Data”

from
what I observe

I make
Assumptions

based on 
the meanings I added

I adopt
Beliefs

about the world

I draw
Conclusions

FIGURE 3: THE LADDER OF INFERENCE22
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• L2. Factual: where we are open to hearing new facts or 
data that contradict our own ideas and adjust what we 
think or believe accordingly

• L3. Empathic: where we add social complexity to the 
facts. Empathic listening enables us to step into other 
people’s shoes and see an issue from different stakehold-
er’s viewpoints, even when they are opposite or contra-
dictory to our own point of view

• L4. Generative: where we bring the system together29 
(at any scale – e.g. 2 colleagues, a team, a multi-stake-
holder platform) and listen for the whole to access the 
collective wisdom of the group. When we suspend our 
own position and open ourselves to all the different 
viewpoints, energies and polarities, we can reach a deeper 
understanding and see new possibilities emerge from 
being in relationship with others 

Increasing our capacity to operate at different levels of 
listening is an art that requires practice30 if we want to 
become better listeners31.

Getting in Practice: Circle Practice, including Check Ins 

Conversation is a core process32 through which we make 
meaning of our experience and the world around us. It is 
the medium through which we connect with one another – 
talking, thinking and reflecting together. We are contin-
uously shaping and being shaped by the conversations 
we have – at their best, in ways which access our shared 
purpose, creativity and collective wisdom, and allow crea-
tive endeavour and meaningful actions to emerge. However, 
we don’t always pay attention to the ‘art of conversation’33; 
many of our meetings fall into habitual patterns which 
don’t tap into our full potential. 

Circle practice34, routed in our older oral traditions, offers a 
different pattern for conversing. With a simple structure for 
deep conversation and wise outcomes, circle practices are 
increasingly being adopted to unlock the collective wisdom 
of groups of people.

A Check In is a simple form of circle practice which anyone 
can use. Often used at the beginning of meetings, a check 
in is designed to pay attention to the human side of a 
meeting by creating connections between people, helping 
everyone to become fully present to the purpose and topic 
of the meeting, and establishing active participation. The 
check in host actively manages the check in process35 by:

• ensuring that everyone can see everyone else, 

• posing a relevant check-in question, 

• responding to the question first, 

• holding the space and encouraging everyone to respond to 
the check in question without interruption or discussion, 

• closing the check in before moving into the rest of the 
meeting. 

Using check ins regularly is a deceptively powerful way of 
enabling groups to develop and work effectively together 
towards a common goal.

Getting in Practice: Asking the right question 

 “If I had an hour to solve a problem and my life 
depended on the solution, I would spend the first 
55 minutes determining the proper question to ask, 
for once I know the proper question, I could solve 
the problem in less than five minutes.” 

Albert Einstein36

We often focus on trying to find the “right answer”, on 
finding quick solutions and fixing problems, often based on 
what is already known. When addressing complex issues, 
the way forward often lies not in what is already known; 
it lies in questioning our current habits and assumptions 
and in opening up our imagination to explore what else 
might be possible. Shifting our focus from finding the 
“right answer” to discovering the “right question” enables 
thought-provoking and reflective conversations, gener-
ates new insights, and invites creativity. As we continually 
together inquire, guided by a powerful question, new ways 
of thinking and doing can emerge, opening up new solu-
tions and potential experiments.
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is particularly important in the context of complex issues, 
where we are in ongoing cycles of action learning as the situ-
ation evolves. Yet many of us are too busy doing to prioritise 
taking some time out to pause and reflect. A simple tool 
which can be used across most contexts and can be done in 
any amount of time (from 5 minutes to a full day’s reflective 
session and more), and with any number of people (from 
personal to collective reflections) is Rolfe et al’s39 critical 
reflection model: WHAT – SO WHAT – WHAT NOW. 
Next time you’ve done something, and either it has not quite 
gone to plan or it has gone better than you could possibly 
have imagined, try taking a few minutes and making some 
quick notes in response to these 3 questions40:

1. WHAT? – do I want to focus on? What happened? What 
was supposed to happen? Who else was involved? What 
went to plan / not to plan? What worked / did not work? 

2. SO WHAT? – what was going through my mind?  
What did I base my actions on? What was my response 
in the moment? What else could I / should I have done? 
How do I understand the situation now? What can I 
learn from this? 

3. NOW WHAT? – what will I do next?

A powerful question37: 

• invites inquiry and curiosity; they are open-ended 
 questions and do not have a simple yes/no answer;

• focuses attention on what really matters, generating 
movement into the future;

• surfaces underlying assumptions, good ideas and 
 possibilities;

• evokes more questions and may accompany you for 
several hours, months or years, and 

• captures people’s attention, creating energy

Try crafting a powerful question to frame your work on 
accelerating NDC implementation.

Getting in Practice: seeking underlying root causes, 

rather than addressing the symptomatic problem 

The “5 Whys”38 is a simple tool for cutting through the 
outward symptoms of a problem to reveal the deeper, 
underlying causes and to determine the relationship 
between different root causes of a problem. It can be used 
across multiple contexts and can be especially helpful with 
a group of people to come to a shared understanding of a 
common issue. You can use the “5 Whys” as follows:

1. Write down the problem or issue you are exploring. 
(Writing it down helps you formalise and describe the 
problem. It also helps ensure a team is focused on the 
same problem.)

2. Ask WHY the problem happens and write the answer 
down below the problem.

3. Ask WHY the answer to the first WHY happens and 
write that answer below.

Repeat Step 3 at least 4 times. You may find you have reached 
the root cause by the 5th WHY. If not, then keep repeating 
or start again from the problem and follow a different route.

Getting in Practice: constantly learning about the system 

and how to be effective in it

Getting into the habit of critical reflection on our experi-
ence is a fundamental element of continuous learning and 

PICTURE 2: LEADERSHIP AT GLOBAL NDC CONFERENCE, 
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As complementary way forward, we would like to prototype 
different interventions and models of systemic leadership in 
practice with different NDC implementation projects. 

The learnings from these potential next steps would then be 
consolidated into knowledge products which can be strate-
gically applied for the climate community.

6. Next steps for fostering 
systemic leadership and systems 
change in climate action

BOX 4: REFLECTIONS ON NDC IMPLEMENTATION

Voice of a practitioner 

Reflections by Eduardo Sanchez, 

coordinator of LEDS LAC, 7 years 

of experience in climate action 

and NDC implementation:

“In my work I experienced that the real change 

mostly happens on the micro and not the macro 

level. Accordingly, the people who have solutions 

often do not participate in the NDC process and 

NDC politics. Regarding climate summits, though 

I wouldn’t call them useless, they are currently 

not leading to the urgent changes required. One 

problem is that people working in governments 

systemically do not plan for the long term. Also, 

governments have political and economic pressures, 

which mislead from the most urgent and essential. 

It’s more about convincing others than about real 

change. For me, good leadership is concrete, repli-

cable and clear on one priority, as well as led by 

persons that have personally matured.”

 
Applications of the systemic leadership concept must be 
tried for and tested at all different levels of NDC imple-
mentation with the aim of establishing and demonstrating 
linkages between systemic leadership, NDC enhancement 
and ambition raising discussions.

In order to elaborate a specific model and further guid-
ance on the role of systemic leadership in the context of 
the climate crisis and NDC implementation, experience 
and further learning of applying systemic leadership in 
NDC implementation projects is necessary. For this we are 
hoping to get in touch with and listen to people who have 
experienced both successful and less effective leadership 
experiences. 

7. References and further 
readings
We have referenced a wide variety of references through-
out this paper, listed in the footnotes below. Many of 
these references also offer further reading, tools and other 
resources which will offer a variety of perspectives and 
experience of complexity, systems change and systemic 
leadership, as well as ideas and guidance for putting it into 
practice.

1 Heifetz R, Grashow A, Linsky M (2009): The practice of adaptive 
leadership. Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business Press.

2 Varey W (2009): Einstein Enigmatic Quote at Icarusfalling. [online]
3 IPCC (2018): Summary for Policymakers. In: Global Warming of 

1.5°C. Geneva, Switzerland. IPCC, Special Report. [online]
4 CAT (2019): Climate Action Tracker. [online]
5 Geels FW (2005): Technological transitions and system 

innovations: a co-evolutionary and socio-technical analysis. 
Cheltenham, UK; Northampton, Mass.: Edward Elgar Pub, p. 2.

6 Key messages of the Global NDC Conference 2019 
7 Planton S (2013): "Annex III: Glossary". In Stocker TF et al. 

(eds.): Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis. 
Contribution of Working Group I to the Fifth Assessment Report 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, 
USA. [online]

8 Wickedproblems.com (2019): Wicked Problems: Problems Worth 
Solving – Wicked Problem. [online] 

9 Conklin J (2005): Dialogue mapping: Building shared 
understanding of wicked problems. Chichester, England: Wiley. 
[online]

10 Grunwald A (2007): Working Towards Sustainable Development 
in the Face of Uncertainty and Incomplete Knowledge. Journal 
of Environmental Policy & Planning, 9:3–4, 245–262, DOI: 
10.1080/15239080701622774. [online]

11 Ostrom E, Janssen MA, Anderies JM (2007): Going beyond 
panaceas. Proc Natl Acad Sci 104(39):15176–15178. [online]

12 Göpel M (2016): The Great Mindshift. Springer International 
Publishing, p. 17. [online]

13 For further thoughts on needs have a look at the concept of 
Nonviolent Communication. [online]

http://ledslac.org/en/ledslac-en/
http://icarus-falling.blogspot.com/2009/06/einstein-enigma.html
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/SR15_SPM_version_report_LR.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/
https://globalndcconference.org/giz/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/190617-GNDC2019-Key-messages.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg1/
https://www.wickedproblems.com/1_wicked_problems.php
https://www.wickedproblems.com/1_wicked_problems.php
http://cognexus.org/wpf/wickedproblems.pdf
http://cognexus.org/wpf/wickedproblems.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15239080701622774
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15239080701622774
https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/104/39/15176.full.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/104/39/15176.full.pdf
https://epub.wupperinst.org/frontdoor/deliver/index/docId/6492/file/6492_Goepel.pdf
https://www.cnvc.org/learn-nvc/what-is-nvc


15

14 Edge Effects (2019): Anchoring Leadership for NDC 
Implementation in the Global NDC Conference. [online]

15 Senge P, Hamilton H, Kania J (2015): The Dawn of System 
Leadership. Stanford Social Innovation Review. [online]

16 Kauffman DL (1980): An Introduction to Systems Thinking. [online]
17 Fischer J, Riechers M (2019): A leverage points perspective on 

sustainability. People Nat. 2019; 1:115–120. 
18 Snowden D, Boone M (2007): A leader’s framework for decision 

making. Harvard Business Review. [online]
19 Scharmer O, Kaufer K (2014): Leading from the emerging future. 

San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, p. 18.
20 Ottoscharmer.com (2019): The Blindspot of Leadership. [online] 
21 Rowland D (2017): Still Moving: How to Lead Mindful Change. 

Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Led.
22 The Fifth Discipline, Peter Senge — based on the work of Chris 

Argyris
23 Senge P et al. (1994): The Fifth discipline fieldbook: Strategies 

and tools for building a learning organization. New York: Currency, 
Doubleday, p. 242.

24 Covey S (1989): The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. 
New York: Simon & Schuster.

25 Carnegie D (2006): How to Win Friends and Influence People. 
London: Vermillion.

26 Harvard Business Review (2019): Listening Is an Overlooked 
Leadership Tool. [online] 

27 Scharmer O, Kaufer K (2014): Leading from the emerging future. 
San Francisco, Calif.: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

28 Presencing Institute (2019): Theory U Tools. [online]

29 Wheatley M (2007): Finding our way: Leadership in Uncertain 
Times. San Francisco, Calif.: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

30 Linkedin.com (2019): The single most powerful transformational 
behaviour. [online] 

31 Nytimes.com (2019): How to Be a Better Listener. [online] 
32 Brown J, Isaacs D (1996): Conversation as a Core Business 

Process. In: The Systems Thinker Vol. 7, Number 10, Dec. 1996/
Jan. 1997. [online]

33 Isaacs W (2008): Dialogue: The Art of Thinking Together. 
Doubleday.

34 The Circle Way [online]
35 Check-In Success [online]
36 Greene RJ (1986): Educational Transactions of the 8th Annual 

IAQC Spring Conference, “Creatively Managing Your Mind”. 
Published by International Association of Quality Circles, (Start 
p. 62, Quote p. 68).

37 Vogt EE, Brown J, Isaacs D (2003): The Art of Powerful Questions: 
Catalyzing insight, innovation, and action. Whole Systems 
Associates. [online]

38 Senge P et al. (1994): The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies 
and tools for building a learning organization. New York: Currency, 
Doubleday, p. 108.

39 Rolfe G et al. (2001): Critical Reflection for Nursing and the 
Helping Professions: A User’s Guide. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

40 University of Cumbria Handout (2016): Rolfe et al.’s (2001)
reflective model. [online]

https://globalndcconference.org/giz/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Briefing-Paper_NDC-Implementation-Leadership-Thread_300519.pdf
https://globalndcconference.org/giz/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Briefing-Paper_NDC-Implementation-Leadership-Thread_300519.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership
https://www.academia.edu/3317732/Systems_one_An_introduction_to_systems_thinking
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/pan3.13
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/pan3.13
https://hbr.org/2007/11/a-leaders-framework-for-decision-making
https://hbr.org/2007/11/a-leaders-framework-for-decision-making
https://www.ottoscharmer.com/sites/default/files/2003_TheBlindSpot.pdf
https://www.still-moving.com/
https://hbr.org/2016/05/listening-is-an-overlooked-leadership-tool
https://hbr.org/2016/05/listening-is-an-overlooked-leadership-tool
https://www.presencing.org/resource/tools
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/single-most-powerful-transformational-behaviour-matthieu-daum
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/single-most-powerful-transformational-behaviour-matthieu-daum
https://www.nytimes.com/guides/smarterliving/be-a-better-listener
https://thesystemsthinker.com/conversation-as-a-core-business-process/
https://thesystemsthinker.com/conversation-as-a-core-business-process/
http://www.thecircleway.net/
https://checkinsuccess.com/
https://www.academia.edu/36852364/The_art_of_powerful_questions_-_Eric_E._Vogt
https://www.academia.edu/36852364/The_art_of_powerful_questions_-_Eric_E._Vogt
https://my.cumbria.ac.uk/media/MyCumbria/Documents/ReflectiveModelRolfe.pdf
https://my.cumbria.ac.uk/media/MyCumbria/Documents/ReflectiveModelRolfe.pdf


Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH

Registered offices
Bonn and Eschborn

Friedrich-Ebert-Allee 36 + 40
53113 Bonn, Germany  
T +49 228 44 60-0
F +49 228 44 60-17 66

E info@giz.de
I www.giz.de

Dag-Hammarskjöld-Weg 1 - 5
65760 Eschborn, Germany  
T +49 61 96 79-0
F +49 61 96 79-11 15


