
SYSTEMS CAPABILITIES AND 
CAPACITIES 



Adaptive leadership skills 
Emergent strategy for self, 
project and system 
Reflective/spiritual practice
Complexity theory
Experimentation/prototyping 

Being open to different ways of 
knowing 
Comfort with the unknown and 
ambiguity
Ability to let go  
Sees challenges as opportunities.

Work across 
difference Understanding intersectionality 

Race, class and gender analysis 
Engaging unusual suspects to 
break down silos 
Strategies for working with and 
from marginalized communities 

Awareness of self identity, culture 
and history 
Aware of blind spots
Able to move across cultures, 
dominant and marginal centers of 
power

Navigate power

Ability to  listen deeply 
Empathy 
Self-awareness and personal 
practice
Deconstruction of the other
Ability to share power, resources 
and leadership
Driven by principle and bigger 
picture 

Center diverse relationship 
building as a strategy for 
systems change 
Co-create decentralized, 
 leadership structures and 
processes
Maintain these relationships 
through ups and downs 

Frameworks on different personality 
types
Strategies for collaborative leadership 
Eco-system/Actor mapping
Convening & brokering 
Building effective collaborations, 
networks and alliances 
Developing partnership agreements 
*this has to be reinforced with 
capacities for working across 
difference

Mapping power 
Strategies for leveraging power 
Strategies for empowering others
Illuminating shadows in power  

Comfort with disruption
Able to challenge one’s/others 
assumptions
Understanding one’s power, 
privilege and location in the system
Willing to use this knowledge for the 
common good 
Confident at setting boundaries 

Leadership Capacities Practices Aptitude

On-going learning
Understanding the power of 
collective intelligence 
Strategies for collecting insights, 
surface patterns and turning this into 
strategy  
Theory of change
Evaluation, data collection, impact 
analysis

Curious & committed
Avid learner 
Ability reframe failure into 
opportunity
Working with paradox and 
contradiction 

See the system in more clarity
Identify levers and 
opportunities
Develop strategy for action 

Mapping the system 
Framing/ re-framing 
Exploring forces 
Bounding the system 
Identify common ground, shared 
values, principles and goals 
Theory of change 
Culture/narrative engagement
Moving wisely to action 

Able to see the world from 
different perspectives
Capacity for risk
Entrepreneurial spark

System Capabilities Practices Aptitude

Analyse the system 
and launch a 
systemic strategy 

Build relationships for 
collaboration

Facilitate collective intelligence 
Gather insights to inform 
strategy
Build learning into every level 
of strategy  

Aware of power in the system 
and in your initiative 
Aware of your own power
Influence others 

Engage diverse actors across the 
system 
Understand an equity and 
justice lens
Bridge across diverse 
communities, sectors and silos

Capacity to work with emergence 
and complexity.
Build learning capacity and process 
Work with paradox and 
contradiction 



www.systemsanctuary.com 
rachel@systemsanctuary.com |tatiana@systemsanctuary.com

REFUGE FOR 
SYSTEMS LEADERS

The Systems Sanctuary offers peer-coaching programs designed to 
support a growing community of pioneers experimenting with 

systemic solutions to systemic social and environmental problems.
 
 

Our programs include: 
In the Thick of It | for systems leaders at least two years into their 

initiatives 
The Systems Sisterhood | for women of systems change amid life 

transition 
Embed It | for systems leaders trying to embed systems practice 

within their organization 
 


