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2. LANDSCAPING

3. BUILDING 

PROBLEM LOVING

Dive deep into the 
problem arena. 
Develop research 
approaches. Explore 
the elements within 
and develop insights.

SYSTEMS MAPPING

Identify the main 
elements in the 
system, map how 
they interact, 
relate and connect. 
Identify points of 
intervention. 

IDEATION & 
INTERVENTION

Generate 
disruptive ideas 
for interventions. 
Explore viability. Test, 
prototype & repeat.
Make change!

DISRUPTIVE DESIGN METHOD

1. MINING
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EVERY PROBLEM HOLDS ITS OWN 
SOLUTION. THIS HANDBOOK IS FOR 
PEOPLE WHO WANT TO LEARN TO 
BE PROBLEM LOVERS — NOT 
PROBLEM AVOIDERS — AND CREATE 
SOLUTIONS THAT HELP REDESIGN 
THE FUTURE, NOW. 

IN THESE PAGES YOU WILL 
DISCOVER HOW YOU CAN ACTIVATE 
YOUR SPHERE OF INFLUENCE 
TO CREATIVELY CONTRIBUTE TO 
SOLVING AND EVOLVING COMPLEX 
SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROBLEMS AT PLAY 
IN THE WORLD AROUND US, 
THROUGH THE 3-PART DISRUPTIVE 
DESIGN METHOD.

LET’S DESIGN
THE WORLD SO 
IT WORKS BETTER 
FOR ALL OF US.
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INTRODUCTION
THE WORLD IS MADE UP OF COMPLEX, 
BEAUTIFUL INTERCONNECTED SYSTEMS. 

Many of us go about our lives seeking out ways to interact more 
effectively and respectfully with the systems at play in the world 
around us. Learning to embrace the chaos and diversity of the 
human experience, and trying to figure out how we can fit 
into it all with more purpose, can get quite complicated – this 
handbook is designed to help you navigate it all through a 3-part 
process called the Disruptive Design Method. 

The Disruptive Design Handbook is a quick guide for developing 
a practice of creative exploration and intervention into complex 
social and environmental problems sets. The world is full of 
chaotic, and deeply interconnected problems, and we need 
more creative minds to invest their energy in helping to address 
them, so that we can develop paths towards sustainability.  

To help make this happen, I developed the Disruptive Design 
(DD) Method, an approach to creative problem solving that 
helps people develop three-dimensional perspectives of the way 
the world works. Systems, sustainability and design provide the 
foundations for an activated approach to exploring, identifying, 
and creating tactical interventions that leverage systems change 
for positive social and environmental outcomes. Basically, the 
DD Method is a way to empower action and turn problems into 
opportunities for making positive change happen. 

There are three parts to this process: mining, landscaping, 
and building. Each part of the method makes up an iterative 
stage in a cycle of diving deep into a problem, exploring the 
system dynamics that maintain it, and then developing creative 
interventions that help evolve and solve the issue in a creative 
and sustainable way. 
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Disruptive Designers learn to love big messy problems and 
identify their own agency in impacting the world around them 
with more purpose and intent. You definitely don’t need to be a 
designer to practice a disruptive approach to shifting the status 
quo, you do however, need a strong desire to see the world work 
better for all of us. 

WHY SHOULD YOU READ THIS HANDBOOK? 

It’s no secret that we live in a time in human history where our 
actions are leading to clear ramifications, which are not helping 
sustain the future of our species. It’s not all doom and gloom 
though; we each have the capacity to contribute to the design 
of the future, by taking action now. Pushing beyond symptoms, 
the DD Method is about fostering unconventional approaches 
to creatively address the systems that led to the origins of the 
problems. By mining deep into the core of a problem arena, 
exploring the landscape that the issue exists within, and then 
adopting highly iterative ideation processes, we can design 
interventions that shift, deconstruct, reimagine, and reconfigure 
the world around us.

THE DISRUPTIVE DESIGN 
METHOD IS ABOUT 
MINING INTO A PROBLEM 
SET, LANDSCAPING TO 
UNCOVER THE DYNAMIC 
SYSTEMS AT PLAY, 
AND THEN DESIGNING 
AND BUILDING 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
SYSTEMS POSITIVE 
INTERVENTIONS. MLB
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The world is full of complex problems and solving them requires 
more than superficial approaches. All too often, we try to solve 
a problem with the same thinking that led to the problem to 
begin with. As Einstein said, this is a really ineffective way of 
shifting the problem to a solution. The Disruptive Design Method 
can help any practitioner develop a set of creative thinking and 
doing tools to address complex issues in the world around them. 

These tools help overcome reductionist linear thinking and 
develop a robust three-dimensional approach to understanding 
problems and contributing to solving them in creative ways. 
It’s based on the idea that design and creativity are powerful 
catalysts for activating positive change, and that, as creative 
thinkers (designers and non-designers alike), we can all activate 
our agency, skills and toolkits to contribute to making more 
positive change in the world around us. 

The DD Method outlined here is underpinned by a 12-part 
methodology, comprised of diverse thinking tools that 
range from cognitive sciences through to systems thinking 
and gamification. The three-part MLB method of mining, 
landscaping, and building is the applied approach to exploring, 
understanding, and intervening in the complex systems at play 
in the world around us. This type of thinking will help you push 
yourself to dive into a problem, explore the systems tied to it, and 
then build interventions to shift the status quo of it. 

The world is a complex and beautiful chaotic mess of issues and 
opportunities that are intertwined in ways that can make us 
humans feel overwhelmed and, often, disabled. This approach 
is designed to challenge the way you think, to re-orientate the 
way you see the world, and to help you find unique ways of 

WHY DISRUPTIVE 
DESIGN? 
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intervening and creatively challenging the status quo. No matter 
where you live or what you do, everyone has the capacity to have 
a positively disruptive impact on the world around them. 

We have evolved as a species to create incredible technologies 
and processes for advancing our lives and solving human needs, 
from health to wealth and entertainment. And we have the 
technological, creative, and neurological capacity to address 
some of the accidental ramifications that our fast-paced 
technological growth has caused to the life support systems that 
sustain us on Earth. We can very clearly see the consequences of 
our actions, individually and collectively; thus, it’s time to start 
investing our creative capacity into redesigning systems, rather 
than into ad hoc contributions that maintain the status quo. 
Right now, the world does not need any more apps or designer 
chairs – we need tangible solutions to the array of complex social 
and environmental issues we know exist. 

This is hard work. If it were easy, people would have done it by 
now. But hard work plants the seeds for big rewards, and there is 
nothing like the payoff of a good challenge creating an incredible 
outcome – especially when it contributes to the construction of 
the type of future we want to live in. By seeking new insights into 
the way systems work, you will find opportunities for reframing 
problems as opportunities that fuel creative thinking. 

Why take a disruptive approach? Because systems need to 
change. Being a Disruptive Designer is all about finding ways of 
reimagining the status quo to make the old obsolete and the 
new possible, desirable, and sustainable.

THE ITERATIVE APPROACH TO THE DISRUPTIVE DESIGN METHOD
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You’ve probably already seen and heard the word disruption 
tossed around countless times, along with innovation. These two 
buzzy terms have exploded with the rise of the tech industry, as 
creators work tirelessly to disrupt a space that already exists. This 
current approach cloaks itself in the sexiness of ‘innovation,’ but 
really, it’s just a way of making better, stronger, faster versions 
of something that someone else has already proven there is a 
market for. This is iterative rather than disruptive.

There is nothing inherently wrong with such iterative ‘innovation’ – 
we are all the beneficiaries of amazing technological innovations 
over the last century. What’s frustrating, and dangerous, though 
is that these creations are often designed with no regard to 
the problems their externalities bring, such as climate change, 
poverty, and inequity. While this is perhaps most visible in the 
tech industry, it’s actually happening in systems all around 
us. We know the dangers of continuing at this pace, but we 
haven’t had the framework to intervene. Until now. The DD 
Method combines complex problem solving, social innovation, 
sustainability, systems thinking and activated change making in 
an integrated practice set for making change.  

Technology unto itself is not a wholly positive solution to the 
world’s issues. Applying the parameters of making sure the 
things we create respect, contribute, and sustain the planet will 
yield what we are looking for in disruptive approaches to making 
change. 

Innovation, as a concept, does not embed any social and 
ecological value sets, nor does the ‘design thinking’ approach to 
problem solving. That’s what we are here to shift the status quo 
with the DD Method! Creating things that don’t have a social, 

DISRUPTION VS.
INNOVATION
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economic, and environmental conscience makes no sense in the 
grand scheme of things. 

A Disruptive Designer mines problems, explores systems, and 
builds solutions in nonlinear, divergent, and often, counterintuitive 
ways. Thinking tools presented here, from life cycle assessments 
to systems thinking, can be adapted to any professional practice 
–  helping to create more divergent, three dimensional thinkers 
who can tackle any problem as an opportunity.   

Systems change is about intentional interventions into the status 
quo. The entire point of the DD Method is to get both creatives 
and non-creatives to think differently about the ways in which 
we act and intervene in the world, to formulate a scaffolding for 
purpose-driven professionals’ participation and contribution, 
and to foster the development of mental tools that activate 
positive social change.

We do this by mining through problems, employing a divergent 
array of research approaches, moving through systems 
exploration and mapping, and then ideating opportunities for 
systems interventions that amplify positive impact within a 
given micro or macro problem arena. I go through all of these 
stages in this handbook, so, by the end, you should be able to 
enact it. The critical point here is to activate participation, rather 
than perpetuate apathy and frustration with the issues you see 
around you. 

Disruption is about intent. It’s not about messing things up or 
just making things new; it’s about understanding the complexity 
at play and seeking opportunities to shift the status quo of a 
system by actively intervening in it. You will discover, through 
systems thinking, that the smallest part can often have the 
biggest impact within a system. The MLB approach enables 
anyone, anywhere to participate in making positive change.
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IT’S ALL ABOUT MAKING POSITIVE CHANGE 
IN THE WORLD AROUND US! 

Disruptive Design is about figuring out how to activate your 
agency by developing unique skills and capabilities to think 
through and intervene in the systems around you. It’s about 
embracing complexity, creating propositions that will foster 
changes that make the world work better for all of us, and 
designing the type of future we want to live in. 

A Disruptive Designer embraces these six simple concepts:
• Everything is Interconnected
• Change is Constant
• The Future is Undefined
• All Change Should be Sustainable 
• Challenge is Part of Reward
• Change is Iterative

WHAT IS THIS 
PRACTICE ABOUT?

MOVING FROM INNOVATION TO DISRUPTIVE DESIGN
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EVERYTHING IS 
INTERCONNECTED 

EVERYTHING IS INTERCONNECTED — THERE 
IS NOTHING THAT IS NOT CONNECTED TO 
EVERYTHING ELSE. 

You, me, this book – we’re all part of a beautifully chaotic 
interconnected mess that makes up the world around us. In 
order to dissect the interconnected systems at play, we all need 
to develop a deeper understanding of the interdependence 
that humans have with nature and create a practice of three-
dimensional thinking for understanding how the world works. 

Schools taught most of us to think in structured, linear 
reductionist ways. This is incredibly useful for retaining core 
knowledge, but less useful for learning how to operate in 
constantly evolving, complex systems. 

That’s why we take a systems thinking approach, to explore and 
identify the things that make up the complex problem arenas 
that we are seeking to shift the status quo in. Since everything 
is connected to everything else, we have feedback loops and 
flow-on effects, all of which give insights into the ways that we, 
as individuals operating within a complex whole, can design 
interventions that effect positive change.

By seeing the world as a series of dynamic, interconnected 
systems at play, one can develop a far more detailed perspective 
of the causes and dynamic relations that contribute to and 
evolve the problems we see around us. It’s a bit like mental 
gymnastics or yoga – the more you practice systems thinking, 
the more flexible your brain will become in seeking solutions to 
complex problems. 
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CHANGE IS 
CONSTANT
CHANGE IS “AN INESCAPABLE PARADOX, 
YET A BEAUTIFUL NECESSITY, CRITICAL 
TO ALL LIFE.” - HERACLITUS

As the 500 BC Greek philosopher Heraclitus said, “the only 
constant in life is change.” Change is a universal force in constant 
flux that impacts everything we see and do – from the weather, 
to our own decisions and experiences. 

Change is constantly exerting forces on us and the world around 
us. Yet, humans have a predisposition to avoid change because 
it can be uncomfortable and is perceived as coming at the loss 
of something else. 

Humans often only notice change when we don’t like the 
direction the shift is going in, and, thus, we have all sorts of 
cognitive biases that reduce our ability to see where the change 
is coming from and where it is going.

When we get to its root, the word ‘change’ means to ‘make’ or 
to ‘become different.’ Regardless of whether we’re talking about 
objects, people, or the natural world, change encompasses both 
of these concepts, developing at varying speeds, from constant 
to progressive, static, or slow. As a result, some of it is incredibly 
obvious and some more subtle and pervasive. 

It helps to remember that we are all constantly changing and 
that the world is changing around us. We all have the power and 
capacity to participate in change through our actions and sadly 
our inactions in the world around us.
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Humans’ aversion to change means that people often opt out of 
participating in the positive changes they want to see. Evidence 
of the culminating ignorance towards change is manifested in 
major global issues that we’re experiencing now. From climate 
change to poverty and the global shift to the political right, all of 
these changes have collateral problems, like the refugee crises 
and political apathy. 

Before the doom and gloom predictions of the future drive 
you into a dark hole, remember this: the future is not defined, 
and the next steps in the progression of our species living on 
this Earth are the result of the cumulative micro-efforts of 
all the agents within the system. The choice to not actively 
participate in change is, unto itself, an act of change – one that 
reaffirms the status quo.  Thus, the best option for a purpose-
driven, motivated human is to actively participate, working to  
understand change, experimenting with change-making 
endeavors, seeing what feedback loops result in, and becoming 
an activated changemaker in everyday life.

THE FUTURE IS 
UNDEFINED

THE FUTURE IS UNDEFINED 
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Sustainability is an incredibly misunderstood word and concept. 
All misconceptions aside, sustainability describes an aspiration 
for maximizing the benefits of the social, economic, and 
environmental systems that influence our lives on Earth. It’s a 
mental framework for understanding how the decisions we 
make today have impacts on the rest of the world, now and in 
the future. 

The term sustainability has been abused and overused for sure 
(are you picturing brown paper or a person hugging a tree?). But 
let’s not abandon a simple framework for not messing up the 
planet just because we got too busy overusing the word instead 
of attempting to understand it. Those who want to abandon the 
idea of sustainability often don’t really understand what it is all 
about – essentially, it is a substance-over-surface approach to 
changing the world. If we get sustainability right, then we can 
eventually move into designing regenerative systems. 

When you look at this iceberg diagram, you see that many 
of the problems at play have deep underlying issues below 
the surface that need to be understood and addressed. 
Sustainability incorporates the understanding that everything is 
interconnected, that the decisions we make today have impacts 
immediately and in the long term, and that we can actively 
make informed, more elegant decisions that seek to reduce 
the impacts that our individual and collective choices have on 
the natural systems that sustain life on Earth. It accounts for the 
social impacts shared with our fellow humans, the economic 
outcomes that motivate the industrial economy, and of course, 
the well-being of our planet. 

It’s not one or the other, and it’s certainly not some add-on or 

ALL CHANGE SHOULD 
BE SUSTAINABLE
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superficial option that we can choose to opt out of participating 
in. At its core, sustainability is the pursuit to learn how to make 
the future the kind of place we want to live in (and are able to 
live in); it’s about equity, equality, and creativity. 

Throughout history, when nature has demonstrated clear and 
obvious limitations to growth, humans have really changed 
things up – through the agricultural and industrial revolutions, 
we adapted nature to work for us, not with us. In order to 
continue to flourish on this planet, we need to make significant 
changes to the way we do things. We have discovered through 
the experiment of industrialization and the resulting feedback 
loops of negative impacts, that our actions have ramifications 
that are interfering with our ability to live prosperously on this 
planet, now and in the future. 

When you take the emotional load out of it and look at 
sustainability from a rational, intelligent standpoint, you see that 
it’s really about limits, constraint, systems, and choices, all things 
that we can understand and work within, rather than constantly 
push against. 

THE ICEBERG MODEL OF SYSTEMS CHANGE
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AS BUCKMINSTER FULLER SAYS, 
“EVERYTHING WITH INTEGRITY HAS 
TENSION.” 

He coined the term “tensegrity” to define the things that are held 
together by their own tensional force. Tension and challenge are 
critical parts of creativity; without them, we often don’t get the 
distilled beauty of an idea that fits perfectly into the problem 
space. 

Designers and entrepreneurs learn that “failures” are experiments 
that teach us that we need to do something differently; they 
are part of a successful creative process. Things break when they 
don’t work, and we see that with many of the systems at play in 
the world around us. Because so many assumptions went into 
making them, without testing and exploring, the same issues 
get replicated in different ways. This leads to bandaid solutions 
for complex problems. 

Systems thinkers know that today’s problems were yesterday’s 
solutions – we see that, in order to make significant and 
substantial change, we first must address the underlying 
elements that make up a problem rather than just tweaking the 
edges and softening the symptoms.  To get to solutions that will 
truly work better for all of us, we need to embrace complexity, 
challenges, tension, and the discomfort of not knowing the 
correct answer right away.

I call this “suspending the need to solve.” It helps to keep us deep 
in the problem loving phase of exploration and teaches us to 
enjoy the tension that not knowing brings. 

CHALLENGE IS PART 
OF REWARD
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Most human-designed processes are very linear; they go from 
one state to another in a straight line that flows from start to 
finish. But nothing in nature is like that (and yes, we are part of 
nature). Thus, we need to embrace a circular, iterative, dynamic 
approach to the way we explore and intervene in the systems at 
play in the world around us. 

That’s why the Disruptive Design Method uses an iterative, 
circular system-based approach, exploring the action research 
cycle of planning, doing, and reflecting, with a constant process 
of repeating up and through (like riding up a spiral) as we evolve 
issues into opportunities. There is a growing movement around 
the idea of the circular economy, where we turn linear systems 
into closed loop ones. 

CHANGE IS 
ITERATIVE 

The DD Method’s three part MLB of mining, landscaping, and 
building are cycled through each phase dynamically and builds 
a creative practice for working within the global shift towards 
circular systems design. You can run through a cycle in an hour 
or a year – there are no rules to this, just the desire to explore, 
do, and build in a process that works for you. The critical thing 
here is understanding the difference between linear and circular 
systems of thought and action.

THE ITERATIVE DD METHOD CYCLE
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MINING
PART 1
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PROBLEMS ARE 
OPPORTUNITIES 

EVERY PROBLEM HOLDS ITS OWN SOLUTION

When you break it down and look at it in more detail, every 
problem has an opportunity for change locked within it. Once 
you see that problems hold their own solutions, they become 
opportunities in disguise. Learning to love the exploration of a 
problem arena helps you to shift to a solutions mindset and to 
define the problem you want to make change within. 

The first phase of the DD Method is where you mine the problem 
set. Suspending the need to solve, you dive deep into the 
underlying elements, issues and components of the problem 
arena you are seeking to make change within. 

How many times do you hear people complain about an issue 
without ever offering an insight or possible opportunity to shift 
it? It’s frustrating. Through the mining phase, you learn to seek 
out causal relationships between obvious and non-obvious 
parts of a problem and are charged to seek out the systemic, 
underlying issues that are maintaining it. Rather than playing 
the blame game, you find out what maintains a system so that 
you can eventually design an intervention to shift it. 

This is dynamically related to a systems perspective because, 
in systems thinking, we learn how to see cause and effect as a 
dynamic relationship, which allows for a more three-dimensional 
perspective of what’s going on in the world. 

To start, you need to first learn to love problems, develop a 
research approach, dive into the problem arena head first, and 
suspend the need to solve the problem before you understand 
it. Let’s get started on the mining phase. 
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BECOMING A PROBLEM 
LOVER, NOT AVOIDER
In order to address a problem, you first need to love it. But, loving 
problems is not an inherent instinctual approach. Thanks to the 
commonly held negativity bias, negative things are far more 
memorable and more mentally penetrative than positive ones. 

Social media, despite all of the great things it has done to 
inspire conversations and engage like-minded audiences, has 
amplified the negativity bias. Our Facebook feeds, for example, 
provide countless opportunities to engage with “bad news” and 
to adopt pessimistic perspectives on where humanity is headed. 
The 24-hour news cycle would have us believe that we live in the 
worst time in human history (which is untrue; we live in one of 
the safest times in human history). The hyper-negativity-fueled 
media landscape makes it increasingly difficult to escape the 
perception that everything is f**ked up, but if we all opt into this 
restrictive mental model, then we will be helping to write the 
scripts that will make this narrative of that future true. Learning 
to love the problem helps bust through the negativity bias, 
imagine alternatives, and build a more resilient perspective of 
how to make change. 

The future is not defined. We co-create it as we participate in the 
construction of what is relevant now. Our immediate actions help 
to define the future scenario that we will be in, both individually 
and as a collective whole. The mining phase assists in shifting 
the paradigm from being negatively absorbed in problems to 
loving them, by discovering the intimate underlying issues that 
feed the maintenance of the problem arena. But, in order to 
do this, one first must deeply understand what makes up the 
problem arena we are exploring. 
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SUSPENDING THE 
NEED TO SOLVE 
So many of us rush to solve complex problems with the same 
thinking that led to them in the first place. It is quite frustrating to 
observe problems in the world around you yet feel ill-equipped 
to create solutions that will catalyze positive change, so people 
often rush to slap a solution on it. While it may be aspirational, it 
is simply not an effective approach. 

The traditional education system has churned out graduates 
who are educated to have a reductive and linear mindset; 
we all learned the standard scientific method of dissecting 
and breaking the world down into individual units so that it’s  
easy to manage and understand. But this creates a one- 
dimensional perspective of the world and limits our inherent 
ability to see the opportunities hidden in complex problems.
 
In many ways, reductionist thinking has helped us as a species, 
but it has also led to us having a giant collective disconnect to 
the complex and chaotic interconnected systems at play. To 
overcome this, we must challenge the linear mindset and start to 
develop a three-dimensional, non-reductive thinking process. To 
do this, you must actively work on suspending the need to solve 
until you have a tacit understanding of the problem set. 

I have taught thousands of hours of innovation and design 
sessions, and I have found that before we even understand a 
problem, we humans just can’t help but rush to the solution. I do 
it too, and I have to remind myself to explore the issue at hand 
before trying to solve it ill-equipped. 

I believe we do this because we get a neurological reward when 
we think we have solved something. The best way to suspend the 
need to solve is to check yourself as you go through the mining 
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phase’s process of seeking insights into a problem area – make 
sure that you’re really seeking to learn (not just confirm) before 
you are jump to a solution. It’s not to say you can’t develop ideas 
as you go. You should write them down and get them out, but 
then keep mining until you have critical new insights and a more 
intimate connection with the underlying problem mechanics. 

Once you have mined the problem, explored the interconnected 
systems at play, and identified the granulated complexity 
of what’s going on within it, then you can jump into building 
solutions through rapid ideation (we go through this in section 
three: the building phase). 

By mining (and landscaping) before ideating, you’ll be able to 
address the most appropriate and impactful part of the system, 
so you can leverage and amplify beautifully designed disruptive 
interventions based on your resources and sphere of influence.

BUSTING THROUGH 
OUR BRAIN GLITCHES 

Our brains are complex, to say the least! Just like all systems, 
they are a dynamic mess of beauty and chaos. Thanks to high 
frequency brain scanning technology (fMRI Scans), the last 
decade of Cognitive Science has taught us much more about the 
human brain, the neurochemicals that motivate and reward us, 
and the persistent glitches that repeat throughout the human 
species. 

BIAS. WE ALL HAVE THEM. THEY ARE THE 
THINKING FLAWS THAT IMPEDE RATIONAL 
JUDGMENT AND DISTORT OUR PERCEPTIONS
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The brain glitches are called cognitive biases, and we all have 
them. Cognitive biases are socially constructed issues that live 
deep within our minds to help us connect with other humans 
and survive the world. 

They range from choice paralysis (where too many options 
render us unable to make a choice), to confirmation bias (where 
we seek out information that affirms what we already believe), 
loss aversion (where loss has a bigger neurological load than a 
gain, so we avoid it more actively), to negativity bias (where we 
can’t help but focus more on the glass being half empty than 
half full) and beyond. We are all riddled with many cognitive 
biases, which exist to help us navigate the world but, at the same 
time, create rigid and reactionary thinking. 

Every responsible brain owner should not only be aware of 
cognitive biases when operating in the world but also be actively 
working to identify and recode the connection points that 
reinforce unhealthy and archaic thinking, like stereotyping and 
gender bias. 

The mining phase of the DD Method is all about understanding 
the complexity that feeds the problem arena we are working 
through, to get to the juicy good bits of the information. Thus, 
you need to bust through the brain biases that inhibit creative 
and divergent thinking. 

You can start to rewire your biases by working on cognitive 
interventions, which is the process of identifying, checking, and 
reflecting on cognitive glitches that subconsciously intervene 
in rational decision making. For example, a super simple one is 
called the reversal test: If you want to stop eating sugar, and you 
tell yourself “no” when you want a candy bar, you’ll have a negative 
cognitive experience. You can intervene in this by flipping the 
script and, when you forgo the candy, saying to yourself, “look, I 
just gained $2.”  It’s so simple, but your brain then reassociates 
the neurochemicals with a reward instead of a loss. 
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GETTING OVER THE 
STATUS QUO BIAS 
In the DD Method, we talk a lot about intervening in the status 
quo, but it’s an underestimated feat for a change agent. Simply 
wanting to challenge the existing state of affairs brings a whole 
set of roadblocks that could impede progress, if left unaddressed. 
It’s called the status quo bias. 

The psychology behind this is fascinating and it explains the 
organic evolution of biases. Basically, we humans get really 
uncomfortable when change occurs. You can’t really blame 
us; familiarity is comforting and reduces the anxiety of the 
unknown (this also served a evolutionary purpose). So, when 
you move to implement change that goes against what people 
know and understand, you are signing up to take on cognitive 
biases galore. But, don’t worry, it isn’t as rough as it sounds if 
you intimately know the dynamics of the problem that you are 
seeking to disrupt. 

What does maintaining the status quo looks like? Basically, it 
looks like quiet acceptance, never questioning what you’ve been 
taught or what you understand to be social norms or widely 
accepted practices and behaviours. It’s sticking in the bubble 
because it’s more comfortable than stepping outside of it. When 
you begin to take on the role of an active systems disrupter, 
you discover the need for the thorough understanding of the 
problem arenas you want to change. This is discovered through 
gaining the deeper understanding that research and critical 
thinking offers,

Research is part of the creative change making practice, as we 
need to figure out how to explore, dissect, and experience the 
world around us in order to activate empathy and build our 
ability to see the world in multidimensional ways.
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EXPERIENCE IS 
EVERYTHING 
The human brain is made up of neurons and synapses that 
energy flows through. The more we exercise one way of thinking 
or doing, the stronger the connection becomes. This results in 
what I call ‘rutted thinking’ (like the deep ruts that the wheels of 
horse-drawn carts used to make in the road). 

The most used thinking paths reinforce the same paths. 
Dominant experiences thus reinforce how we expect the world 
to occur. Needing coffee to wake up in the morning reinforces 
the need for coffee in the morning. Experience can quickly 
become a feedback loop that reinforces itself. Which can lead to 
reductive thinking and the maintenance of the status quo.  

Experiences are what our memories are made up of and what we 
draw on when thinking. The experience of education created our 
knowledge, but our wisdom comes through the experiences we 
have out in the real world. It’s the feedback loops of ramifications 
to actions that build our capacity to understand how to operate 
in the world, but they also reinforce our thinking and doing in a 
subconscious way. Our brains are really into efficiency, as they 
use up 20% of our body’s available energy resources, so they use 
shortcuts when available. 

Our potential to understand and contribute in the world around 
us is defined by the experiences we have, the neurological 
connections that form as a result, and the value we place on 
them. As such, we must respect that every experience we have 
is forming who we are, what we think we can do, and what we 
actually do in the world! 

Let’s look at how to activate phase 1 of the DD Method... 
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CAUSALITY MAP 

GETTING STARTED

The objective in the first phase of the DD Method is to understand 
the underlying issues that support a problem arena. It order to 
get to a greater understanding, you need to first define what you 
want to explore, set a scope of inquiry and then start to mine the 
causal relationships between what is obvious and what is not. 

Problems are really just ramifications of actions, so diving deep 
into the relationships that make up a problem set is the first step 
to discovering how to unlock its opportunity for change. Here, we 
start to explore what underlies the obvious part of the iceberg 
(see page 13). 

From a systems perspective, we see actions lead to outcomes 
which, in turn, reinforce further actions. Getting to a point where 
we can understand causality (essentially relationships), is the 
goal of this first phase of the DD Method. Mining, the practice 
of active exploration of a problem arena, involves research and 
inquiry methods that set you up for the second phase of systems 
thinking. 
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This entire process has been developed to help you move through 
a series of stages in the development of creative interventions 
that shift the status quo of a system so that it has a positive social 
change outcome. To this end, I have roughly outlined the steps 
that you go through in this diagram (above) to demonstrate 
how you move through a series of actions to get to the desired 
outcome. 

Step 1-2 are in the mining phase, steps 3-4 are in the landscaping 
phase, and steps 5-6 are in the building phase of the DD Method. 
As you progress through this handbook, you will see where you 
are at and what types of tools you need to action that step 
quickly and effectively.

PROCESS MAP OF THE DD METHOD STEPS

Working through the stages of the DD Method will enable you to 
formulate your own practice approach to making change in the 
world around you. You will develop a more intimate appreciation 
for problems you see, and be primed to tease out the complex 
underlying elements that make up the larger issues. This is the 
power of a systems approach to seeing the world. 
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DEFINE THE PROBLEM 
ARENA YOU ARE 
SEEKING TO DISRUPT

DEFINING A PROBLEM ARENA

There are countless problems in the world around us, from our 
interpersonal issues to the critical, big, messy, hyper-complex 
political and global issues that we often feel helpless about. But 
here’s the thing – every problem is just a set of interconnected 
systems at play in a particular dynamic. 

Systems are made up of agents and actors and many reinforcing 
or balancing feedback loops. Identifying all of these, and working 
to find the smallest areas of influence that you can design an 
intervention for, is not only empowering, but also can really shift 
the system to enact positive change. 

A problem arena is anything that you want to understand and 
work towards effecting change within. I use the term arena so 
it evokes the idea of a frame or space that you can define and 
work through. This idea of framing a problem scope is useful in 
overcoming the inertia that many people feel when thinking 
through the hyper-complex issues at play. 

Any problem from super small, hyper-local concerns to massive 
global issues can be explored and evolved through this approach, 
and because it’s a thinking and doing practice, it can be adapted 
and evolved based on the problem arena. 

First, define your problem arena so that you can start to mine 
and explore the systems that maintain it.  
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DEFINING A PROBLEM ARENA 

To define a problem arena, state the issue you wish to explore. It 
may help to use the following sentence, filling in the blank: The 
problem arena I want to make change in is _________.

Let’s say your answer is ‘education’ you could stick with the 
broader concept or get more specific with the issue of, for 
example, ‘education and political apathy.’ As you go through 
the different stages in the DD Method, you will get down into a 
more granular understanding of what makes up the issues you 
are exploring, whether it be a broad topic such as education or a 
more specific area of inquiry. You will start to see more detailed 
perspectives of the arena and the casual relationships that exists 
between the different elements.   

Once you have defined your problem arena, we move onto 
defining the scope of the issue. You can have a very generic or 
a hyper specific issue you want to address. We will be cycling 
through the issue using the DD Method, so your problem arena 
will influence your research question you develop in a moment. 

Many times, exploring one concept, such as education, ends 
up with an intervention that is related to other systems factors, 
like health care, for example. This is because everything is 
interconnected, but also because the process of defining a 
starting point is really just about structuring the objective of your 
inquiry and helping to overcome the overwhelming feeling that 
can sometimes come from seeing big problems in the world.
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People often get overwhelmed when trying to define what 
arena they want to make change within. To help ease into the 
process of problem exploration, framing a goal and scope is 
incredibly useful. I like to define this as the difference between 
learning to swim in a swimming pool, with its clear and obvious 
edges, as opposed to in the ocean, which is overwhelming in 
its vastness. Starting in the pool, with clearly definable edges is 
more tangible than in the ocean.  

Once you are confident in the pool, you can progress to a lake 
or pond (bigger, but not quite the ocean), and then when you 
are super confident, you can jump into the ocean, enjoying all 
of the infiniteness and undefined edges that it has to offer. This 
analogy helps ease you into the process of thinking in infinite, 
interconnected systems. 

In both systems and life cycle thinking, we use systems boundaries 
to define the spaces that we are exploring and then seek out 
the connection points, which will enable a tactical intervention 
(it is often not where you would intuitively think, based on your 
starting knowledge of the problem arena).  Defining a clear goal 
and scope will help start you off in the swimming pool. 

Exploring the defined system arena will leave you in a better 
position to rapidly develop divergent and creative approaches 
to intervening in the systems to create positive change. It’s all 
about the impact that results from work we put in. The more 
you define, refine, and understand, the better and more pointed 
your intervention will be.

Systems boundaries help to define what is within the scope of 
research and intervention; basically, what are you seeking to 
understand, and what falls outside of your exploration scope. 

FRAMING & SCOPE
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A scope is the arena or environment that you are working within 
and can be defined as the extent and boundaries of the area or 
subject matter that something deals with. It’s essentially a frame 
that you place around things, with intent, so you can clearly 
define what’s inside and what’s outside. 

Being able to effectively articulate and frame the scope of your 
problem arena is critical, not only in helping you define what 
you are seeking to achieve, but also in communicating to other 
people what you have looked at and what was excluded from 
your process.

SETTING THE SCOPE 

Define the arena, draw a boundary (whatever shape works for 
you!) and then describe what sits within the scope of exploration 
and what is outside it. For example, if you wanted to address the 
issue of disposable coffee cups, you would potentially exclude 
the manufacturing of coffee – whilst impactful, it’s not critical 
to your immediate quest to reduce disposable cup usage – so it 
would sit outside of the scope of study.

DEFINE SYSTEM BOUNDARY AND SCOPE
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In traditional advanced research, a question is an important way 
of articulating what it is you want to discover. In the DD Method, 
a research question is the diving board for your process. 

A question is a quest to understand a phenomenon in a more 
detailed way. It’s kicks off the mining phase and it helps to refine 
your problem arena. Through defining a quest(ion), you are 
establishing the starting point of the iterative investigation cycle, 
by seeking to understand it first. 

To be honest, you don’t have to have an actual research question; 
you just need to define what it is you want understand. But 
posing it as a question makes things way more interesting. Plus, 
a ‘why,’ ‘what,’ ‘who,’ ‘how,’ or ‘when’ based exploration sets the 
tone for gaining new knowledge and insights rather restricting 
the scope of exploration (which can sometimes happen with 
statements). 

For example, your question may be, “Why has the education 
system led to so many anxious and unhappy young people?” The 
trick to a good question design is making sure that it does not 
assume an answer in it. Instead, it should be open and explorative 
in its framing, so it can evolve as you continue to mine it out.

The DD method is all about making change in the world.  
Starting your mining phase with a clearly scoped quest to gain 
new insights into a problem arena will set you off on the right 
foot for achieving your desired change outcome. 

FRAMING A 
RESEARCH QUESTION 
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“CREATIVE WORK 
UNDERTAKEN ON A 

SYSTEMATIC BASIS IN ORDER 
TO INCREASE THE STOCK OF 

KNOWLEDGE, INCLUDING 
KNOWLEDGE OF HUMANS, 

CULTURE AND SOCIETY, AND 
THE USE OF THIS STOCK OF 

KNOWLEDGE TO DEVISE NEW 
APPLICATIONS” 

- THE ORGANIZATION FOR ECONOMIC 
COOPERATION & DEVELOPMENT (OECD) 

DEVELOPING A RESEARCH QUESTION 

Start by listing the things you are interested in discovering 
and the things that you are intrigued by within your problem 
arena. Then work towards an open ended question that will 
help guide you through a process of inquiry without limiting 
your perspectives too much. Questions change all the time! This 
helps you start, gets your brain in a frame, and points your next 
stage of developing a research approach in a strong direction. 
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Research is the act of seeking insights from the practice of 
exploring the world, and there are many diverse ways of doing this. 
You can do lab-based, desktop, ethnographic, or observational 
research, surveys, or data mining, just to name a few! 

Far from boring, research is actually a creative approach to 
understanding the way the world works. Yes, there are some dull, 
rigid approaches that we need to adhere to in order to maintain 
accountability. But in the DD Method, we embrace research as 
a creative approach to understanding the way the world works. 
We use respectful inquiries into the world, using observation 
and participatory approaches to gaining insights that will help 
develop an intimate understanding of the problem arena we are 
exploring. 

There are many different qualitative and quantitative 
approaches to dissecting and identifying phenomena in the 
world. Qualitative research is research that usually involves 
humans and a deeper exploration of the human experience of a 
phenomenon. For example, interviews or ethnographic research 
is qualitative, whereas mining big data sets for insights would 
fall under the umbrella of quantitative research. Since the latter 
is more about numbers and trends, it’s not as personal and in-
depth as the qualitative approach. In quantitative research, we 
often do surveys and ask people to define things within a more 
rigid framework, so it can be analyzed in a specific format. 

Traditionally, research has involved testing a hypothesis and 
using a linear technique of inquiry from said hypothesis, to an 
aim, then testing, and developing results. This works in closed 
sterile environments like labs, but when we are trying to 
understand the complex real world, a more human-centric and 

RESEARCH IS 
CURIOSITY IN ACTION
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dynamic approach is appropriate. This is why we employ more 
field-based work such as observational, participatory action, and 
ethnographic research approaches through the DD Method. 

One of my personal favorite research techniques is the real-world 
wonderment of exploring through my own experiences of the 
world. Buckminster Fuller did this through what he called the 
56 year experiment, wherein he referred to himself as Guinea Pig 
B. He spent the majority of his life exploring how one human 
with limited resources can make a difference in the world. He 
took every experience in his life as an opportunity to test and 
learn. This embedded action research approach allowed him to 
develop many famed interventions such as the geodesic dome, 
How can you start to develop a life-based research perspective 
and embrace day-to-day curiosity? 

Ethnographic research has become quite popular in the design 
field of late. It’s been controversial in the past, as it was tended 
to be about trying to observe communities of people whilst also 
being embedded within them and, thus, impacting how the 
research occurred. Nowadays, it’s used more for marketing and 
product development as it gives people direct information about 
what humans do in the world, rather than just a bunch of use case 
scenarios and assumptions. However, when it comes to change 
making approaches, a hybrid observational and ethnographic 
approach can be very insightful. Just be sure to abide by clear 
ethical frameworks and get consent from your subjects. 

Through observational research, you seek to document, 
synthesize, and identify the way things are without impeding 
in their flow. Participatory Action Research, on the other hand, 
is a method of actively participating in the process of research 
by engaging a community in dialogue and opening a space for 
action to occur out of the research process. 

Big data and surveys all fall under the category of quantitative 
research – these impersonal knowledge sets help us gain insights 
into trends and global preferences and mass actions in a system. 
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Use these types of data to get an idea of where one could start to 
explore in a more qualitative way, but remember that big data 
only tells part of the story. That’s why mining more narrative and 
experiential data results in deeper insights. 

Research is never really completed. It’s a constant curiosity-
based inquiry into the world around you. The more information 
you get, the more informed you can be in making decisions, 
collecting insights, and actioning systems interventions to make 
change. 

This mining phase of the DD Method is about diving deep into 
the problem arena by understanding, and designing research 
methods and techniques to easily gather observational and 
ethnographic data. The practitioner is then charged with the 
responsibility of critically reflecting on the new information, and 
collecting data that allows greater insights into the exploration 
space to be uncovered. Mining, as the word evokes, is about 
excavating the parts that make up the system, bringing new 
parts to the surface for the landscaping phase.  

It’s iterative, so you may spend a week or a year in one stage 
whilst cycling through the other stages, to keep checking back 
in on the substance of your understanding and intervention 
potential.

ONE CYCLE OF THE DD METHOD: MINE, LANDSCAPE AND BUILD
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Research can often be painted with a broad bland stroke; 
it conjures up images of lab coats, clipboards, and esoteric 
academic lingo that takes patience and perseverance to sift 
through. These understandings of research come from a place 
of traditional structure, but the less known side of research is 
unstructured, and creative. 

The Disruptive Design approach to research is embedded 
action, visceral and dynamic in nature. Drawing on a host of 
pre-established modes of inquiry that are fundamentally based 
on participating and actioning change through research (there 
is a lot of data available on the action research cycle and the 
participatory action and participatory design approaches 
available online).  

If we shift the paradigm to view research as a creative embedded 
process, then suddenly research is a state of consciousness, one 
in which we view the world through an investigative lens to 
better inform our thoughts and ultimately, our choices. This links 
back to the ‘experience being everything’ concept. 

Research can be both structured and unstructured, and one 
should always be able to do both, seeing opportunities in 
moments that are not in traditional research settings. This 
encourages a deeper understanding of the world and how it 
works as well as expanding your worldview. Our mental models 
and perspectives are built through the experiences we have 
in the world and this type of research is a form of curated 
experience gathering insights to shift perspectives. The more 
you can explore the world through the lens of research, the 
more you can gain experiences that shift your worldview. 

DEVELOPING A 
RESEARCH APPROACH
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HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT

There are many research methods that you can embrace. As 
already discussed, there are qualitative approaches, based on 
research and interviews, and quantitative approaches, involving 
data, surveys, and less personal forms of inquiry. Here is a handy 
summation of the most helpful approaches to mining in the 
iterative processes of the DD Method:

OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH 

This is all about switching on the observational lens in your 
brain and documenting what you see and experience in hyper-
detail. Comparing your observations of one phenomenon with 
someone else’s is a very useful way of making sure you don’t 
accidentally observe only what you want to see. You can observe 
with the participants knowing (in which case you need to 
articulate how and why you will be using the data), and you can 
observe the world without disturbing it (in this case, you would 
be sure to not identify any of humans you observed). 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

This is a research approach that empowers action and 
participation as critical parts of the process of gaining new 
knowledge and insights with a community or group of people. 
This bucks the traditional trend of social science that says the 
research must be impartial and, instead, embraces the fact 
that it’s almost impossible to not participate in some way. The 
technique actually seeks to understand the world by actively 
trying to change it, using experiences, experimentation, and 
collaboration as the foundations for the approach. 
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ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
Ethnographic research has changed a lot over the last few 
decades. It used to be slightly unethical in its approaches, 
by interpreting communities and imposing values on them. 
Nowadays ethnographic research takes a more respectful 
approach, observing and asking questions as a tool to help us 
understand human actions and motivators. 

DESKTOP RESEARCH 

From Googling to big data, desktop research is a standard go-to 
research approach, yet it’s limited in what you discover, unless 
you do it really well! Always use Google Scholar to check the peer-
reviewed academic papers on the topic area you are exploring. 
Find valuable sources, and make sure that your inquiry is not 
being limited by confirmation bias (whereby we seek out just 
the information we want to find). 

BREAKDOWN OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF RESEARCH APPROACHES 
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USE RESEARCH TO 
MINE THE PROBLEM 
ARENA
Once you have defined your problem arena and set the research 
question, you can move into developing an action plan for 
gaining new insights through a research approach. A Research 
Action Plan is a sketch of what you are going to do, how you are 
going to do it, and what methods you will employ to get it done. 
It does not have to be complicated, just a rough outline of what 
you will do and how. 

I listed a range of different research techniques in the past couple 
of pages, but most of the time you will need a combination of 
approaches – choose the ones that fit your research quest. The 
one piece of advice I will emphasize is to make sure you get 
multiple forms of information, from talking to people informally, 
to reading articles and papers, through to looking at the system 
that impacts the topic area. The more information you can squish 
into your brain, the richer your systems landscaping will be. This 
is such a critical part of the problem loving process. You should 
be on a quest to uncover all the hidden insights that exist in your 
problem and be collecting divergent parts to put to put together 
the landscaping phase.

Why invest in doing this? You will find that as you go through 
the DD Method, in order to build solutions that fit the problem 
set and shift the status quo of it, you first need to identify all 
the elements that make it up and then use these to lay the 
foundations through systems thinking. Setting an action research 
plan just keeps you on track and allows others to see what and 
why you did something in a particular way. 

If you have access to another human, a great way of quickly 
getting to a research plan is to do an interview exercise. I 
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developed this X Map exercise to help make this happen. It can 
be hard to answer your own questions since you are so close to 
them, so the X Map helps structure a quick exploration of them.  
Interview someone (they do not need to be an expert!) about the 
topic area you are exploring for five minutes, using the X Map as a 
guide and writing down simple words that the person identifies 
in their problem area. Afterwards, review what the other person 
said, and develop a research plan based on their responses. A 
second person’s insights can be incredibly revealing and helpful. 

HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT

Developing a research approach by asking these questions:
• What do you want to find out? 
• How can you go about discovering it?
• What methods will you employ and how? 
• What knowledge gap do you need to fill first? 
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ETHICS AND EMPATHY 
IN RESEARCH

Everything we do, from designing a research question through 
to creating a systems intervention, has the potential to impact 
other people, in both negative and positive ways. Considering 
the ethical implications of our actions as individuals moving 
through the world, and as practitioners seeking to make change 
in it, is incredibly important. 

Ethics are the moral codes of conduct that we operate by. They 
are incredibly personal but tend to be governed by the social 
conditions we operate within. You should have a strong value set 
that seeks to not hurt or harm anyone with whom you work. This 
requires foresight to consider the potential impacts and then to 
design the process to manage any potential unethical activities 
or unintended outcomes. 

People often avoid or forget to think through this important 
aspect of creative action in the world. Everything we do or 
don’t do has impacts, and the degree of those impacts is often 
determined by the energy we invest up front in thinking through 
the ramifications of our actions and designing them accordingly. 

Through my work, I have found that the thing that makes ethics 
more tangible is empathy, a visceral experience directly related 
to your ability to feel the emotional or physical state of other 
people, based on a shared understanding. The more you can 
put yourself in the shoes of others and see the world from their 
perspective, the better you will be at considering the experience 
from their unique perspective. It’s critical that you understand 
any potential power or respect issues that may not be obvious 
from your perspective, especially when interviewing people for 
their experiences. 
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At a very basic level, all research practices must be ethical (there 
are strong guidelines on this through Human Ethics Committees) 
and should always consider the perspectives, feelings, and 
motivators of being involved in the work. After all, the entire point 
of research is to gain understanding and insights that help build 
new knowledge – not to mess with people or to hurt someone 
accidently. Without a foundation of humility, biases can impede 
the success of the research, the types of information collected, 
and the respect of the person conducting the research. 

As humans, we make decisions every day based on our personal 
and professional ethical frameworks, be it conscious or not. 
There is no collective moral compass, and the dichotomy of 
right/wrong differs dramatically across generations, cultures, 
nationalities, and professions.  

It’s up to you to develop a refined ethical framework that you 
can articulate and share with others, one that guides you like a 
compass through the often murky spaces we work in as change 
makers and helps to govern your decision making when it comes 
to what you should and shouldn’t do. 

A Disruptive Design practitioner is driven by a desire to effect 
positive change. Unethical behaviour, such as research that is 
misleading, extractive without value, or exploitative, is not good 
research, nor good practice at all. Sadly, people often accidently 
end up doing these things because they haven’t invested energy 
to consider all the implications of the work they are doing or to 
find ways of post rationalizing it to benefit them. 

I have developed a process I call “lensing,” whereby, through 
the use of empathy-building tools, I seek to see the world, my 
research, and interventions through the eyes of someone else. 
This enables a micro-insight into the perspectives, feelings, 
motivations, and inhibitors that may be experienced in the 
complex makeup of another human– especially one I am trying 
to work with in a change capacity. 
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So, for DD practitioners, it’s not just about being able to 
empathize, but also about actively fostering modes and methods 
of exploration and experience that empowers your empathic 
capabilities. The more you can work on your empathetic 
understanding of others, the bigger your impact will be. Simply 
asking, “How would I feel if I was asked this?” can really help 
to build a stronger ethical code in the world you create, and 
looking for ways of gaining intangible insights into the thoughts 
and feelings of others will build a strong foundation for you.

MINING COMPLEX 
SYSTEMS 

Phase Two is all about systems thinking. Systems are a set of 
things that work together as parts of an interconnected whole. I 
go through systems thinking in more detail in a few pages, but for 
now, I’m just flagging that the reason we do all the initial mining 
of the problem arena is to get primed for systems exploration. 
The point now is to develop a curiosity-based inquiry model 
throughout your process, which will allow you to dive deep 
below the obvious superficial level, to see what is happening at 
the base of the problem set. Systems make up the world. They 
are complex, dynamic, and constantly evolving. 

As you mine the problem arena, you identify the nodes, 
elements, agents, and actors – the parts of the puzzle that make 
up the complex whole. These become the elements used in the 
systems mapping that you will do during the landscaping phase. 
It’s through mining that the core components of a system are 
identified. This is the phase in which you gather the insights to 
build your robust system perspective. 
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LIFE CYCLE 
THINKING
Everything created through industrial production goes through 
five main life cycle stages in order to facilitate the functional 
delivery that the designer intends. Functions are often 
desired services that humans want, and we use our advanced 
technological and industrial processes to form nature into stuff. 
A cell phone has around 50 different materials in it, and the 
amount of water needed to make one t-shirt is astronomical 
when you look at the entire life of the product. Life cycle thinking 
is a tool for understanding how the material world is created 
and considers all of the impacts associated with the choices we 
make as producers and consumers. 

This thinking model is based on a scientific methodology called 
Life Cycle Assessment (LCA). This is an ISO-certified scientific 
process of understanding and measuring the environmental 
impacts of a product, system, or service, based on the ecological 
impacts that occur throughout its full life. It’s one of the most 
robust methods we have to assess environmental impacts 
of goods and services as they move through the economy. 
From the extraction of raw materials through to the different 
end of life options, the life cycle community has helped many 
corporations, governments, and designers to understand the 
impacts that choices have on the planet.  

LCA is all about assessing the effects of our actions and choices 
as they relate to the consumption of goods and services from 
the modern industrial economy; it’s a powerful, yet complex 
tool. Life cycle thinking (LCT) is a great way of developing a more 
robust understanding of the material world, industrial impacts, 
and of improving decision making.   
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This approach helps to overcome the reductionist perspective of 
a single part of the system, such as end of life. I have discovered 
though working in this space that humans have an end-of-life 
bias towards waste, and focus less so on addressing the impacts 
that happen during the production phase. 

Perhaps because we spend so much of our lives experiencing 
waste (taking out the trash, seeing it on the street), but rarely go 
hang out in a mine site or a factory. Tools like life cycle thinking 
help us gain a deeper understanding of what goes into making 
and facilitating the systems at play and, more importantly, where 
the major impacts are occurring. This enables us to design more 
effective and efficient solutions to the functional desires that we 
have as a species. 

5 MAIN LIFE CYCLE STAGES
 
Everything that exists in the industrial system goes through 
these 5 main life cycle stages:

• Material extraction 
• Manufacturing 
• Packaging and transportation
• Use 
• End of life 
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At each of these stages, there are interactions and impacts 
with the natural environment, from extracting raw materials 
to requiring inputs such as energy and water, and producing 
outputs such as air pollution, waste, and the actual product that 
the producer is seeking to create. 

The life cycle thinking approach is used to understand the 
impacts of the things we make and consume. Specifically, LCT 
helps to turn linear systems into circular ones. I’m explaining 
it here, under mining, as it’s a fantastic tool for exploring the 
material world, gaining insights into how the decisions we make 
as humans have far reaching impacts, and seeing how this can 
help inform our decision making for more sustainable outcomes.

HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT

There are a few ways to use life cycle thinking in your mining and 
systems explorations. You can first do a simple life cycle map. On 
a piece of paper map out the product across the 5 main life cycle 
stages listed. Try to identify all the things that go into making a 
product. Taking a paper cup for an example, you should include 
the land being cleared to grow the trees, the machines used to 
make the pulp, the water input and wastewater outputs, and 
all of the things that have to happen to make a cup. You can 
check online or use Google Scholar to search for LCA’s that have 
been done recently and see what types of data the scientists 
found. Even just the abstracts will give you insights into main 
impact areas, building a strong knowledge background for you 
when it comes to making choices about materials, products, 
and processes.
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LANDSCAPING 
PART 2
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DEVELOPING 
A SYSTEMS 
PERSPECTIVE

EVERYTHING IS INTERCONNECTED 

The second phase of the Disruptive Design Method’s iterative 
process is landscaping, through which you develop the 
foundations for interventions by employing systems thinking. 
This allows you to develop a more intimate and detailed 
understanding of the elements at play within the problem arena 
you are seeking to make change in. 

During the mining phase, you would have discovered many 
nodes – elements, agents, actors, and parts of the system – that 
go into making up the whole. In this second phase, we start to 
connect all these nodes together in divergent ways through 
systems mapping.  

The basis of systems thinking is that everything is interconnected. 
If you want to make change, you must first know how to 
understand the dynamics that make up a complex whole 
system. Think of it like putting together a jigsaw puzzle of the 
world. 

Many diverse interconnected parts work together to achieve a 
system’s objective. Through the mining phase, we bring many of 
these elements to the surface, to work with in this landscaping 
phase.

Thinking in systems in the foundation for a three-dimensional 
thinking shift and thus is a core part of building your personal 
capacity to make change by design. Let’s dive into developing a 
systems perspective... 
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WHAT ARE SYSTEMS?

Systems are essentially networks made up of nodes or agents 
that are linked in varied and diverse ways. By using systems 
thinking, we identify and understand these relationships as part 
of the exploration of the larger systems at play. 

Every system is made up of many subsystems and is, itself, a 
part of larger systems. Just as we are made up of atoms with 
molecules and quantum particles, problems are made up of 
problems within problems (that’s why I call them problem sets).

Every system is made up of nodes and networks, connected 
in multifaceted ways. In systems thinking, we explore all the 
parts that make up the whole and identify where the crossover 
connections are. It’s often the connection points that present 
the most opportunity for making change – these will form the 
basis for our intervention points. 

SYSTEMS ARE MADE UP OF NODES AND CONNECTIONS
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Nearly everything that exists around us can be defined as a 
system; if it’s not a system, it’s a heap (hold tight – heaps are 
explained in more detail on the next page). Let’s look at just some 
of the systems that you and I are made up of: respiratory systems, 
digestive, neurological system, nervous system, muscular system 
– you get the point, right? We are all made up of interconnected, 
dynamic systems that keep us alive and functioning as a 
complex whole. If I took one part of my Leyla system out, then 
the rest would stop working. My brain does not think if it’s sitting 
on the table (there, it’d just be a heap of dying cells), nor does 
my hand type if I cut it off from the rest of me. And my skin 
not only provides me with a perfect system boundary, it is also 
the connection point through which I interact with other major 
systems at play in the world around me.

Every system is like a Matryoshka doll, made up of smaller and 
smaller parts within a larger whole. Seeing things in this way 
helps to create a more flexible view of the world and the way 
it works. It illuminates opportunities for addressing existing 
and evolving problem arenas. Take, for example, the social 
systems that influence our day-to-day lives, like education, law, 
government, and economics. These systems are all designed by 
humans to facilitate our complex societies, and when we start to 
think through what feeds the issues within them, our brains will 
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seek out the obvious parts of the system.  Often people deflect 
responsibility for issues within these systems to people working 
directly in education and government. Instead, we need to dive 
into the non-obvious elements, under the surface of the iceberg, 
and explore the divergent elements that make the obvious 
parts so obvious. Only then can we start to design tweaks and 
interventions that make the entire system work better. 

A system is dynamic and constantly evolving, interconnected, 
and part of a greater whole. When a system is severed from its 
larger connection, it becomes a heap. So, for example, a cow 
cut in half does not become two cows – it becomes two heaps. 
(Or, as systems thinker Russell Arkof says, it becomes a lot of 
hamburgers!) Likewise, a rose is part of a system; rip off its petals 
and it becomes simply a heap of petals. The petals  will become 
part of the dynamic decomposition system that nature created, 
only if/when reconnected to the soil. Waste is often considered a 
heap, disconnected from the functioning and evolving systems 
that the original materials came from to begin with (unless it 
is properly composted, in which case it’s part of a regenerative 
system).

SYSTEMS FIT WITHIN SYSTEMS 
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“WE CAN NOT SOLVE OUR PROBLEMS 
WITH THE SAME LEVEL OF THINKING THAT 
CREATED THEM.” - ALBERT EINSTEIN

The world’s beautifully complex and chaotic interconnected 
systems are all working harmoniously together, behind the scenes, 
to create the world as you understand it. These interconnected 
systems are often invisible to most people though. Our linear 
thinking has limited our ability to intuitively see, identify, and 
understand the systems in the world around us! 

Systems thinking is a way of seeing the world as a series of 
interconnected and interdependent systems rather than lots of 
independent parts. We seek out a deeper understanding of how 
the world works, so that we can design parts that work better 
within it. Let’s look at what systems thinking is all about:

Thinking in systems allows us to dissect and explore the world 
in more manageable ways without disrespecting the larger 
complex whole. We look to the parts, connections, flows, 
feedbacks, and consequences of elements within a defined 
system. When we look at the world through a systems lens, we 
see that, yes, everything is interconnected. 

Problems are connected to many other elements within dynamic 
systems. If we just treat one symptom rather than the whole, we 
will avoid seeing the cause and effect relationships, which often 
lead to burden shifting and unintended consequences. Not only 
does systems thinking oppose the mainstream reductionist 
view (whereby the world can be understood by breaking it down 
into individual units), but it also replaces it with expansionism 

WHAT IS SYSTEMS 
THINKING?
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– the view that everything is part of a larger whole and that the 
connections between all elements are critical. It’s mind blowing 
when you start to think in systems.  

As creative change agents dedicated to tackling complex issues, 
we need to overcome reductionist thinking structures and 
instead leverage systems thinking in order to uncover all of the 
unique dynamics influencing problems. Through this approach, 
we seek out the parts that make up the whole, looking for 
the connections that link these often divergent elements and 
finding ways of understanding cause and effect dynamics that 
can be shifted through well designed interventions. 

If you look at the process flow diagram below, you’ll see that we 
are looking at connecting the parts of the problem arena we 
discovered during the mining phase. The nodes are the ‘things’ 
that we discovered. In the landscaping phase, we are specifically 
looking at how they all fit together. After this, we can start to seek 
out the leverage and intervention points.

THE DD METHOD PROCESS FLOW
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THERE ARE THREE 
MAIN SYSTEMS AT PLAY
Although the world is made up of endless large and small 
interconnected systems, there are three key systems that must 
be considered: social systems, industrial systems, and ecological 
systems. These three major systems keep the economy churning 
along, the world functioning for us humans, and the societies 
among us operating in order (sort of). 

Social systems are the intangible rules and structures, created 
by humans, that form and maintain societal norms, rituals, and 
behaviors. Industrial systems include all of the manufactured 
material world that’s created to facilitate human needs (all of 
which requires natural resources to be extracted and transformed 
into stuff). The ecosystem, which is arguably the most important 
system, provides all the natural services (such as clean air, food, 
fresh water, minerals, and natural resources) needed for the 
other two systems to exist. 

THE 3 INTERCONNECTED SYSTEMS AT PLAY
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Ultimately, approaching life from a systems perspective is 
about tackling big, messy, real-world problems, as opposed to 
isolating cause and effect down to a single point. In the latter 
case, “solutions” are often just band-aids (surface-level fixes 
that mitigate symptoms but don’t address the root cause or 
systems, and may cause unintended consequences) instead of 
real, holistic, systemic solutions. Looking for the connections 
and relationships within the bigger picture helps to identify 
the systemic causes and lends itself to innovative, more 
comprehensive ideas and divergent solution sets. 

We look to these three major systems as a way of identifying the 
modes of operation and values of each. The social and industrial 
systems are dynamically and directly reliant on the natural 
systems for survival. The industrial systems are products of the 
social systems’ needs. Social systems are created to maintain 
order and help us flourish as a species. 

Another core part of systems thinking is that throughout this 
interconnectedness, there are feedback loops, which help us to 
start to identify the dynamics of systems. There are two main 
types of feedback loops in systems thinking: balancing and 
reinforcing. 

A balancing feedback loop is one that is self-stabilizing; the 
inputs and outputs work to create an equilibrium. Consider a 
thermostat, for example. When a room is cold, the thermostat  
pushes out more heat, but if people enter and their body heat 
makes the room warmer, the thermostat reduces the output 
of heat, to prevent the room from overheating and maintain a 
constant temperature. Many systems in nature have balancing 
feedback loops like this, which help to maintain healthy 
relationships. The entire predator/prey system for example, has 
evolved to keep things equal and stable within natural systems. 

FEEDBACK LOOPS
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Reinforcing feedback loops, on the other hand, are systems that 
are out of balance; elements coming into them keep reinforcing 
parts so that they grow disproportionate to the rest. For example, 
human population growth is exponential – more humans lead 
to more babies which lead to more humans (which lead to more 
babies, and so on). We don’t have that many predators anymore 
to keep our population growth in check, so our population 
growth reinforces more growth. 

Both types of system feedback loops have positive and negative 
aspects to them when we are looking at them from a systems 
dynamics perspective. Reinforcing systems are usually the most 
impactful, as they are out of balance and can grow into massive 
issues within systems. But, if you have a balancing feedback 
loop of poverty, then the intervention that breaks its reaffirming 
aspects is important to shift its status quo. 

When looking at systems, we are seeking to identify the causes 
and effects of their elements and the types of feedback loops 
that are maintaining or reducing its critical areas. 

BALANCING AND REINFORCING FEEDBACK LOOPS
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Systems mapping is one of the main tools for systems thinking. 
You can dive into a range of degrees of detail, but simply think 
of systems mapping as a way to explore elements within, 
seek connections, and then translate what you’ve discovered 
to other people. In the DD Method, landscaping is all about 
systems mapping, to form the foundations that we build the 
interventions on. 

There is no wrong or right way to systems map. Many people, 
when they first start, assume it’s a little like mind-mapping. In 
some ways it is (you put ideas and connections on paper), but 
systems mapping has a distinct core objective: to identify the 
main elements that go into maintaining the system you are 
exploring and to find connections between the parts. There is no 
right order for the nodes to be added, and we don’t usually draw 
the connections until after we have identified all the different 
nodes. Once you have laid out all the critical parts and developed 
connections, then you mine back down into the different 
elements and agents in order to gain a deeper understanding 

SYSTEMS MAPPING 
TOOLS

EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF SYSTEMS MAPPING TOOLS
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When I teach systems thinking, the first thing I do is ask people 
to explore the three main systems at play in the world around 
them. By listing out all the main social, industrial, and ecological 
systems that they can think of, they begin to identify the types of 
big systems that influence and affect our lives. 

of the status quo and areas that you could potentially intervene 
in to make change. 

Through my years of teaching systems thinking, I have found it to 
be incredibly intuitive for people. Once they get over the initial 
brain resistance to the chaos of not knowing what the outcome 
will be, people really get into systems mapping as it’s a quick 
and creative way of exploring the way the world works. 

Systems are messy and your systems mapping process should 
be too! This is a tool for exploration and insight gathering. You 
initially map a system to get a bird’s eye view of what’s going on 
within it. Then, you’ll be able to tease out insights that will help 
you identify the leverage points and where to intervene to make 
change, within the problem arena you are exploring.

1. MAIN SYSTEMS MAP

THERE ARE MANY DIFFERENT WAYS TO MAP 
AND EXPLORE SYSTEMS. HERE ARE THREE 
GREAT WAYS TO GET STARTED: 

 EXAMPLE OF AN INTERCONNECTED CIRCLES MAP
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2. CLUSTER MAPPING
 
When beginning to explore a problem arena, start with a cluster 
map – essentially a brain dump of everything you and your team 
already knows about a topic area or problem arena. Start by 
writing what you’re exploring at the center of the page and, 
then, you (and all your teammates) can start jotting down all the 
different parts that go into making the system. Place the words 
anywhere on the page (they don’t need to branch out from the 
center like a mind map). Keep exploring the different parts that 
are a part of the arena you are exploring – go beyond the obvious 
stuff (but be sure to include that too). 

Once you have really explored the critical elements, you can start 
to draw connections between each of the parts. As you tease 
out the stronger relationships, you should also begin to use the 
connections as a way of identifying more granulated parts of the 
system. It should get very messy!

EXMAPLE OF HOW TO START A CLUSTER MAP
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3. INTERCONNECTED CIRCLES MAP

This type of systems map offers a different approach than the 
cluster map. I really like to do this when I have a more detailed 
understanding of a system and am seeking out a stronger 
understanding of how its elements are interconnected. 
Start by writing down all the main words/elements/parts of the 
system you are exploring on a piece of paper, spaced out so that 
you can tear between the nodes. (If you’re with a team, everyone 
should write nodes down!) Once you have listed them all, rip the 
page(s) up into small pieces of paper, with one node per piece, 
so you can move the nodes around easily. Next, take a larger 
piece of paper and randomly arrange all the nodes into a big 
circle on top of it. Then, consider all of the connections between 
the nodes that you identified, using a pen to connect different 
elements. Discard any duplicate nodes, and continue to drawing 
connections until you have made a complete mess of your page 
and can start to refine where the critical connections are and 
what / why they might be. 

EXAMPLE OF HOW TO DO A INTERCONECTED CIRCLES MAP
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DEVELOPING A 
THEORY OF CHANGE
Just knowing about the powers at play in maintaining or shifting 
the status quo is not enough; we need to be able to translate 
and transfer ways of activating change. That’s where developing 
a Theory of Change can help. 

A Theory of Change (ToC) is a structured approach to outlining 
a hypothesis and pathway to how you believe you can make 
change in any given arena. It’s a very practical and, yes, linear 
approach to thinking through a change intervention. Linear as it 
may be, it allows you to articulate and transfer your perspectives 
of how change could happen in a given scenario. 

It involves some reverse engineering that requires you to start 
with the desired outcome (on the right end of this diagram) and 
then work your way back through the steps that you need to go 
through in order to get to that desired outcome (from right to 
left). A ToC can be super simple or incredibly complex– you can 
have a theory of change for a simple intervention, a multilevel 
organizational theory of change, or something in between. It 
boils down to “if we do X, we expect Y will happen.”

A Theory of Change is a tool that you can use to explore modes 
of making change. In the DD Method, it is used at the point 
of identifying interventions and exploring ways of potentially 
leveraging a shift within the system. It’s very useful when you 
need to break down a process of change making into structured 
parts that you can walk other people through.

Remember though, it’s impossible to truly know what type of 
change will occur as a result of an intervention; you can only 
design the initial approach with the intent to have the most 
positive outcome.
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A QUICK GUIDE TO DEVELOPING A THEORY OF CHANGE
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There are many tools for developing a systems mindset. MIT 
professor Peter Senge wrote a book in the ‘90s called “The 
Fifth Discipline,” in which he summarized several key points 
of systems thinking (many of which I love and think of nearly 
every day!). Some of these were presented by other key systems 
thinkers like Russel Arkoff and Donella Meadows. Here’s a quick 
summary of ten key systems thinking tools and how they relate 
to DD Method:

1. TODAY’S PROBLEMS ARE OFTEN 
YESTERDAY’S SOLUTIONS.
Whatever issue you are coming up against, you can bet it is 
the result of something that was perceived as a great idea by 
someone else not that long ago. Things have a habit of going 
around, and, because everything is interconnected, a solution 
placed at one part of the system can lead to a problem appearing 
somewhere else. 

2. THE HARDER YOU PUSH, THE HARDER THE 
SYSTEM WILL PUSH BACK.
This is the idea of a “compensating feedback loop,” wherein 
well-intentioned interventions can result in responses from the 
system that offset the benefits of the intervention. (As I explained 
above, problems and solutions are dynamically interlinked.)

3. BEHAVIOR GROWS BETTER BEFORE IT 
GETS WORSE.
Short term interventions may seem appealing since they have 
immediate results and make you think you have addressed the 

TOOLS AND 
TECHNIQUES OF 
SYSTEMS THINKING
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issue. But, they can lead to longer-term negative ramifications. 
This is known as a delayed response and links to the idea that it’s 
very hard to see the impacts of our actions in real time. 

4. THE EASY WAY OUT OFTEN LEADS BACK IN. 
Simple solutions are just that – simple – and they often are not 
the right size or fit for the complex problem sets that are at play 
in the world around us. If the solution were easy, then it would 
have already been done. There’s no point just getting a bigger 
chainsaw when you actually need a screwdriver to address the 
issue you are trying to solve.

5. THE CURE CAN BE WORSE THAN THE 
DISEASE.
When we shift the burden, we don’t get solutions – we just 
get more problems. The long-term results of non-systemic 
interventions can result in an increased need for the unsuccessful 
solution. Short-term solutions can lead to long-term addiction 
cycles that have even greater ramifications than the original 
issue the solution was trying to address.

6. FAST IS SLOWER.
When growth becomes excessive, the system itself will seek 
to compensate by slowing down, such as by self-sabotaging 
for survival. Systems have a habit of self-rectifying when they 
overshoot an equilibrium, unless there are perverse incentives in 
the system dynamic to prevent this. 

7. CAUSE AND EFFECT ARE NOT CLOSELY 
RELATED IN TIME OR SPACE. 
There is a mismatch and, often, a delay in the relationship 
between the cause of a problem in complex systems and the 
result or symptom appearing obvious. This means it is very hard 
to ever truly understand what the ramifications of our actions 
will be, and we have to accept that the outcomes may include 
unintended consequences. This also means that it’s very hard to 
actually measure change. 
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8. SMALL CHANGES CAN PRODUCE BIG 
RESULTS. 
The smallest parts (*trim tabs!) of the system often have the biggest 
potential to make change, but they have to be appropriately 
identified. A well-designed small systems intervention can result 
in significant and enduring larger systems solutions if made in 
the right place – this is where leverage points come into play. 
Look for structures (rather than events), connections, and the 
non-obvious nodes within a system. 

9. CUTTING A COW IN HALF DOES NOT GIVE 
YOU TWO COWS.
All living systems have integrity, which makes them a whole. 
Dividing things up and cutting them down only destroys the 
function; set the scope and system boundaries to maintain the 
integrity. When you take a living thing like a cow, and cut it in 
half it is no longer a dynamic system achieving its core function, 
it becomes a heap of meat for hamburgers that moves into an 
industrial system of food production. 

10. THERE IS NO BLAME. 
From a systems perspective, there is no outside because 
everything is interconnected. So, you can’t actually ever assign 
blame to one part of the system. Outside circumstances are not 
usually to blame for the problem; the system has both the issue 
and the solution embedded within it. Don’t deflect blame to one 
part, look for the relationships and feedback loops instead. 

*A trim tab is the small part of the rudder at the back of a boat, 
which is responsible for moving big ships in the direction indicated 
by the turn of the wheel. Buckminster Fuller said “call me Trim Tab” 
because he wanted to remind everyone that the smallest part of 
the biggest system has the power to make massive changes.
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WHAT ABOUT MAKING 
CHANGE THROUGH 
THIS APPROACH?

We know that change is constant, but how do all of these thinking 
tools help you make change in the world around you? To start 
with, this is all about developing a refined, change-centric lens 
that you can explore the world though. 

Social Practice Theory suggests that the agency for change 
lies within the influences of social conditions, and that we all 
participate in maintaining or shifting the status quo based on 
how we replicate or disrupt the norms of the day.  This theory of 
change suggests that social constructs influence the individual 
to the degree that choice is colored by the conventions that 
people have to participate in. That means that behavior is not 
just an individual choice, it’s a dynamic relationship between 
experiential influences, internal perceptions, and value states. 
As a person operating in the world, you make choices that are 
usually based on a reflection on the biggest systems. 

We are influenced by social forces as well as personal choices 
we’ve made in the past. Behaviors are habits perpetuated 
through routine, which are either decided on consciously or are 
subtly influenced by society at large. It boils down to this: in order 
to make change, one needs to consider the personal, social, 
and political systems at play and seek to intervene at different 
points. Systems understandings are critical to intervention when 
developing an effective and activated change making practice. 
We can seek out the complex elements within a system, rather 
than just focus on the obvious big bits. We can identify feedback 
loops and how to intervene to shift the status quo of them to get 
a different outcome within the systems dynamic. 
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HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT
 
Here are the main stages you need to go through to develop a 
Theory of Change: 

• Start by identifying your long-term goals and set your 
objective. What type of change outcome would you like to 
see and under what conditions would they occur?
• Work backwards from your objective, mapping and 
connecting the things necessary to achieve that goal. 
Explain why these things are necessary to get to the 
desired outcome. What are the processes that need to be 
implemented in order to get to the outcome? 
• Identify the basic assumptions about the context and 
how the change will play out. What needs to happen in 
order to get there? How will you help make that happen?
• Identify the interventions that you will need to action 
in order to start the process. What are the types of 
interventions that need to be implemented within the 
system?
• Develop some form of indicator to measure your desired 
outcomes. This can be tricky since change is hard to 
measure. 
• Write a narrative to explain the logic of your intervention 
and approach. This will help others understand your 
thinking and your approach to making change. 

Get to work! Now that you have the process laid out, go ahead 
and follow it through.
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LANGUAGE IS A 
POWERFUL SYSTEM 
FOR CHANGE

Language is one of the most powerful tools humans have to 
express and transfer emotion. In fact, it’s pretty much one of the 
core reasons we have evolved into being so prolific as a species 
on this planet. The ability to communicate effectively and effect 
change through the communication tools we develop (in all 
mediums) is a really important part of a changemaker’s toolkit 
and the DD Method. 

Communication is the basis of social influence. Often misused, 
the cognitive effects of well-designed messages and framing are 
what determines where we end up. The political and cultural 
outcomes are results of how language is crafted to evoke 
emotional responses in people. 

Language, like any system, is a series of interconnected parts 
that fit together in order to make a complex whole, functioning 
to achieve a particular goal. In the case of language, the core 
function is transference of emotional states to help share critical 
information and knowledge, so that we can survive as a species. 

We know that storytelling is evocative and powerful for the mind, 
but why? Stories trigger visuals and emotions, and they are one 
of the primary forms through which the human experience 
is made meaningful – it’s through stories that we learn and 
interact. Inherently, humans are storytellers; we experience and 
then relay our lives through the mediums at our disposal. 

We do it every day. Stories allow us to dream and articulate a 
different version of what we see and experience, igniting our 
imagination and helping us to form memories and construct 
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future aspirations. Because of this, stories are a very powerful 
tool in enabling change. They are an embodiment of experience, 
and a mind’s protest against conformity. Stories are part of our 
social transactions; they’re commodities that we trade, sell, and 
perform. 

As a vehicle for information, stories are effective because they 
spark the imagination and generate emotions that assist in 
remembering. Therefore, they are implicated in the process 
of knowledge transfer and education. If language is all about 
transferring emotion to others, then storytelling is the key to 
rapid transfer using evocative information. 

When practicing the DD Method, the way in which things are 
framed and communicated is critical. Knowing how evocative 
and powerful language can be is fundamental to the successes of 
a change maker. Storytelling and narratives trigger neurological 
response in the brain and enable people to understand and 
tune to your messaging. 

Developing influential communication tactics that shift 
behaviors towards more sustainable practices is a lifelong 
practice of experimentation and refinement. 

USE LANGUAGE WELL, AND IT WILL GRANT 
YOU MANY POWERS! 
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BECOMING A PIONEER 
OF SYSTEMS CHANGE 

As humans, we naturally have an intuitive understanding of 
systems. We are a dynamic part of all the systems at play around 
us. Yet, our life and educative experiences usually restrict our 
natural predisposition to systems thinking. 

If you redevelop your understanding of how systems work and 
seek out connections between the relationships that maintain 
issues around us, you’ll have an advanced capability in systems 
thinking and a tacit ability to connect divergent parts of the 
complex puzzles that exist in the world around us.  

Within the context of the DD Method, the notion of iterative 
exploration of systems dynamics means that you are constantly 
going through the processes of seeking to understand what’s 
going on, whilst mapping the elements and agents that make up 
a system, and then checking in with intervention opportunities. 
You can use techniques like the Theory of Change to help you 
navigate making change within the system. 

We need more systems change pioneers, people who are willing 
to put in the work to find the opportunities that exist to make 
change within the phenomena we see in the world around us. 
Every system is built, maintained, and changed by the agents 
within it. Yes, it is difficult, but anything worth doing requires 
work. 

So... let’s get to work! 



DISRUPTIVE DESIGN METHOD

72

THE SMALLEST PART 
OF A SYSTEM OFTEN 
MAKES THE BIGGEST 
CHANGE 
Design science pioneer Buckminster Fuller said ”call me trimtab” 
(it’s even engraved on his tomb stone) because he, like many 
other change-makers identified that the smallest part of the 
system can make the biggest change. A Trim Tab is a tiny part 
inside the rudder at the back of a large ship. When the ship’s 
steering wheel is moved, the tiny Trim Tab shifts in direction and 
(re)directs the whole trajectory of the ship. Often the smallest 
part of the system can move the biggest parts 

This analogy is important to consider when thinking about your 
personal sphere of influence and the agency that you have to 
make change in the world around you. Many people fall into the 
trap of deflecting responsibility to others, or blaming the large 
obvious parts of the system, deferring change to elements that 
they have little control over. But it’s often the small inconspicuous 
parts that have the most power and influence over the system 
dynamics to affect change. Our job is to identify them and 
unlock their potential.  

We can all be Trim Tabs. Systems thinking allows all these small 
elements to be uncovered and activated for their potential in 
shifting the status quo of a system. Throughout this landscaping 
phase, our goal is to uncover and identify the areas within a 
problem arena that we can have influence over. Through this 
exploration we can discover the non-obvious parts with potential, 
and prime them for the building of interventions that will effect 
change. 
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BUILDING
PART 3
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BUILDING SYSTEMS 
INTERVENTIONS
With all the mining and landscaping done, you are ready to 
start to build solutions to the problem arena that you have been 
exploring. This next phase is all about building solutions through 
creative ideation and rapid prototyping processes.

Before you jump in, first explore and confirm the sphere of 
influence you have and the resources available to you. This will 
help in framing a scope of feasibility, so that the ideas you come 
up with have the potential to actually come to fruition.  Thinking 
through the infinite possibilities is critical in pushing the 
boundaries of your ideas, but there are also infinite possibilities 
to make change within your scope of achievability. 
 
The goal of this building stage is to create divergent but feasible 
interventions to shift the status quo of the system you are 
seeking to impact. Through the last few phases, you should have 
identified the non-obvious elements, connections, and aspects 
of the system and now you can use these as inspiration to build 
interventions. By identifying some critical insights, you can start 
to move into a rapid ideation phase. 

THE DD PROCESS FLOW



LEYLA ACAROGLU

75

Insights get drawn out of the work you do. As you go through 
the stages of mining, landscaping, and building, you will start to 
develop this innate ability to forage and find things that were not 
obvious before you invested your neurological capacity in finding 
opportunities in the system. 

Insights provide the foundations for building and lead to the 
identification of an intervention point. A point of intervention is a 
physical or conceptual place within a system where you can put 
pressure to disrupt the status quo and push for change.

When you first start out in insight gathering, you will experience 
a phenomenon wherein you think you have found something, 
but then, when you look closer, you see it’s just another obvious 
part of the system. You have to push through this and constantly 
seek out the non-obvious things – that’s where the ideation 
process really helps. 

What you are seeking to refine is your ability to see through, 
in, and around things as you explore them. Insights can be 
ideas, opportunities, possibilities, provocations, problems, 
conundrums, consequences, causes, relationships, probabilities, 
hopes, challenges, and anything else that was not obvious before 
you started to explore the problem arena. 

Insights help you not only to understand the system components, 
but also to effectively communicate with teams and collaborative 
agents. They are the tangible outcomes of the mining and 
landscaping process. 

Insights can be defined as the observations that emerge from 
the exploration you do. Observing something that is currently 

IDENTIFYING 
INSIGHTS
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HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT
 
Here’s how to identify insights and develop a scope for ideating:

• From your systems mapping in the landscaping phase, 
you should have identified some key insights that emerged 
out of the work.  
• These insights can be in the form of a system element, a 
connected part of the problem, or a new concept. 
• Define what the insight is. (You will use this as the 
framework and foundation for your ideation phase.) 
• Areas of intervention can be obscure or obvious, and you 
may have several for one problem arena. The critical thing 
is that you have a scope to think through, to create tangible 
and divergent ideas to address your problem arena.
• Over time, you will start to develop a more intuitive 
insight-gaining skillset. In the beginning, it helps to be 
more articulate about what the key insights are and how 
they are part of the deeper understanding of the problem 
arena.

happening right in front of you is not the same as piecing 
together emerging elements in a way that provides new and 
unique information. The latter is an insight. 

Insights are the “aha” moments that come out of digging through 
all the available information and seeking out the tangible, 
potential connections and spaces between things. When you get 
an insight, you will know! You get a deeper understanding of the 
connections between cause and effect, not just outcomes and 
the ‘top of the iceberg’ perspectives. 
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I developed the 10 Rules of Ideation to help frame the experience 
of developing creative solutions to complex problems. After 
many years and thousands of hours of teaching creative problem 
solving and design, I discovered that people experience  many 
neurological barriers when trying to develop truly unique and 
interesting ideas. These rules are intended as guidelines, to bust 
past those barriers, to help frame the process and to provide 
helpful reminders of how to overcome the natural desire we 
have to get jump to the solutions as quickly as possible. The 
aim is to build truly disruptive, rather than just iterative, creative 
propositions. Of course, all rules can be broken once you know 
them well enough to work around them – these are no exception.

BASE RULE: ALL RULES ARE THERE TO BE 
BROKEN, BUT YOU NEED TO KNOW THEM 
WELL BEFORE YOU CAN REIMAGINE THEM. 

10 RULES OF 
IDEATION

1. PROBLEMS HOLD THEIR OWN 
SOLUTIONS. 

Ideation is about learning to love, explore, and 
get intimate with the details of the problem. 
Since everything is interconnected, every 
problem will hold its own solution if you 
understand the issue well enough. Invest the 
energy and the work will pay off! 
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The first few ideas are usually the 
most obvious ones, and we often get 
too attached to them! If you have 
ever been in a bar when a beer keg is 
changed, then you know that the first 
few minutes involves getting rid of all 
the froth before the nice crisp beer 
comes out! Our brains work similarly. 
They can’t help but push out the frothy 
ideas first – you have to push through 
the froth to get to the good stuff.

Everything that exists has a primary 
function. An electric kettle is created to 
achieve the function of boiling water. 
The objective may be to make a cup of 
tea or coffee, but the core function (the 
one that guided the product’s creation) 
is to achieve bringing water to a boil. 
There are many different ways that 
you can boil water that don’t require 
an electric kettle though. In defining a 
function, you are setting the framework 
through which you can then explore 
divergent ways of achieving delivery of 
that same function. Starting with the 
function helps everyone to get on the 
same page in what you are seeking to 
achieve. 

3. DEFINE A FUNCTION AND OBJECTIVE. 

2. PUSH THROUGH THE FROTHY STUFF
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4. FIND YOUR OWN PROCESS. 

There is no one way to be creative! The best way to develop your 
creative muscle is to build processes that work for you and to 
challenge yourself to develop new ones that are outside of your 
comfort zone. Some people like to write, draw, speak, sing – you 
name it, there are so many different ways of exploring ideas 
and their potential. I personally like to map and use a narrative 
talking approach to get through ideas. Also, I always seek out 
others’ perspectives on ideas to help build the ideas’ resilience 
and robustness. 

5. HAVE AN IDEAS BANK 

Collect ideas, inspiration, opportunities, 
and possibilities. Store them away in 
an ‘ideas bank’ in your brain (and  write 
them down somewhere if you’d like!), 
and one day, they will pop back up, 
connect, and help you generate new 
ideas! I like to keep a little brain vault 
to store elements of things, mechanics, 
and experiences that I uncover through 
my digital and real world explorations. 
This is especially practical to implement 
when you are procrastinating, as it 
makes use of down time. 
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6. SIFT THROUGH IDEAS. 

There is no wrong or right idea; there are 
best fits and impractical or unachievable 
ideas, but all ideas have value. We need 
to be able to sift through them to find the 
best ones for the problem arena we are 
seeking to intervene in. Thus, everyone 
needs a process of sifting through the 
many ideas we generate, so that the 
good ones can shine through. Just like in 
panning for gold, you dig up all the ideas, 
agitate them through a sifting process 
until all the small and insignificant, or 
unachievable ideas fall through, allowing 
the richest ones rise to the top. 

7. BE EMPATHETIC. 

Sounds simple, but empathy is actually a visceral feeling that is 
shared between two people, based on a collective understanding 
of the experience of pain and other strong personal emotions. 
To be empathetic is to literally feel someone else’s pain – which 
can prove problematic in some situations. I suggest that you 
develop an empathetic ability that you can use to understand 
the motivations, actions, and desires of humans outside of your 
own lens of understanding.
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9. ADOPT A DO PHILOSOPHY. 

Ideas don’t really do much good until you 
put them into action, and nothing makes 
sense until you try it. So, test, experiment, 
explore and iterate. Rapid prototype your 
ideas, and get feedback that you can use 
to evolve them.  Doing something will 
give you feedback on your idea and how 
effective it could be in the world. Push 
yourself to test, try, reflect, and do it again.

8. USE THE POP AND BOUNCE. 

Ideas rattling around in your head are 
worthless until you put them out into the 
world and get feedback! I call this the pop 
and bounce – you share ideas with others, 
see if they pop, and bounce them back 
and forth until they get to that point that 
they are bouncing (you will know when it 
hits as it gets quite exciting).

10. EMBRACE THE MESSINESS

Creativity is chaotic and, yes, in many 
cases, very messy! It’s easy to fall into 
the trap of wanting neat, tidy, easy-to-
find solutions, but problem sets are 
complex and the process of feeling your 
way through them is often just as messy! 
Once you get over the need to solve the 
problem in a clean way, you will free up 
your creative mind to explore the endless 
possibilities in a dynamic and playful way.
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MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI’S STATE OF FLOW

THE CREATIVE FLOW

EVERYTHING WORTH DOING TAKES WORK, 
BUT IT IS SO WORTH IT. 

You know that feeling when you are completely adsorbed in 
a task and time flies, your ideas align and your mind hums at 
a beautiful pace? When you are excited, elated, peaceful and 
productive all at the same time? That is a state of creative flow, 
and if you work hard on busting through your brain barriers, you 
can achieve it through ideation. 

Flow is defined by Mihaly Csikszenthihalyi as an optimum 
mental state of operation. People get into such a flow when 
they’re completely involved in doing an activity – feeling totally 
immersed, energized, focused, and fully enjoying what they’re 
working on. Basically it is a sense of complete connection and 
participation. When you are in an ideation flow, you will know it 
because your ideas will flow freely from your mind, popping and 
bouncing as they escape out into the world. 
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THE RAPID IDEATION 
PROCESS
Ideation is a process of creative exploration comprised of several 
stages of thought – from innovation through to development and 
actualization. You will find that as you go through the ideation 
process, your brain will stall, procrastinate and sometimes 
‘complain’ about having to find new neurological connections. 
Constructing the right creative environment can help you to 
generate unique, rich and divergent ideas. 

As I explained in the 10 Rules of Ideation section, our brains like 
to offer up the easy solutions first. We have to train them to push 
through the frothy stuff and get to a point where we are flowing 
with creative ideas. To rapidly ideate, I like to use a technique 
that involves creating frames and goals to help focus the mind 
on generating ideas. It’s helpful, for example, to set a specific 
number of ideas that you (and/or your team) will generate within 
a specific amount of time. For example, you could set the goal of 
10 ideas in five minutes. 

The goal of rapid ideation is for people to get out as many ideas, 
as quickly as possible, to help bust through brain barriers. I often 
hear people say “I’m not creative” but after running through a 
process like this, they always manage to generate creative ideas 
that surprise even themselves! The first hurdle is to leap over the 
natural barriers in your brain that block it from investing energy 
in generating new ideas. 

You don’t always need to generate ideas rapidly. The time 
constraint works very well in teams though, and the exercise 
helps people to find seeds of inspiration for diving back into the 
mining and landscaping phases, as we iterate through the DD 
Method process.
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HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT 

Ideation is actually an incredibly fun experience, but it can take 
a bit of time to get your brain’s creative juices flowing. That’s 
why using time restrictions and a bit of pressure is a great way 
to push through the froth and get your ideas out. Here is my 
tried and tested sure-fire way of getting everyone to generate 
ideas: 

• Get some scrap paper and rip or cut it up into a bunch 
of smaller pieces so they are big enough to write single 
ideas on.
• Tell everyone on your team the number of ideas they 
each need to generate (5, 7, 10 – you decide. All that matters 
is that everyone has to come up with the same number). 
Allow some silent writing time until everyone has finished 
generating their own ideas. 
• Ideas should be provocations, not instructions, and 
should avoid generic solutions like “education” or “policy 
intervention” (I call these the bookends of ideation; 
everyone always comes up with these, but there are so 
many other actionable options in between!).
• Have someone start by sharing an idea, and anyone 
who has a similar idea can share theirs and place it on the 
table near the related one(s). Keep going until everyone 
has shared all their ideas and ideas are roughly clustered 
around the themes. 
• Discuss which ideas were the strongest. Then, go into a 
second round of ideation, generating more ideas around 
those that you identified as being the strongest. (Consider 
also doing another systems map around a strong idea, to 
see how it fits within the problem set.)
• Keep going until you feel that you’ve got a prototype-
worthy idea!



LEYLA ACAROGLU

85

PROTOTYPING

Prototyping is the act of turning an idea into a transferable 
communication tool, to test ideas out in the real-world. 
Prototypes allow you to get feedback and iterate, so that you can 
make the best possible intervention into the problem arena that 
you have been exploring. 

There are many ways to prototype, but the general idea is to take 
what you have already conceptualized and turn it into something 
that is tangible and understandable to someone else. Your 
prototype could be a mock-up of an app or website, where you 
have fake buttons that people can click on to see what would 
happen. It could be printed pages of your forthcoming book, 
that just capture the core ideas and flow and are roughly stuck 
together to give people a taste of what it will be like. It could be 
a 3D model of your concept, made out of whatever materials you 
can get your hands on. Or… it could be anything, really – as long as 
it is something that people can interact with to understand your 
idea for the intervention.

Prototyping is iterative. Your first attempts of giving a form or 
structure to something may not be pretty, but they will give you 
immediate feedback and insight on what is and is not working. 
The process helps with identifying improvements and rapidly 
developing concepts. 
 
Designers and entrepreneurs often learn that prototyping is a 
way of breaking your ideas, so that you can build them to be 
stronger, each time you iterate. The great thing about prototypes 
is that they are supposed to be very rudimentary, basic and 
low fidelity in their form and execution – so, you don’t need to 
be precious with it (bad drawings of an app, a simple skit that 
explains how the intervention is meant to play out, and bits of 
paper stapled together are all very legitimate prototypes!). 



DISRUPTIVE DESIGN METHOD

86

HERE’S HOW YOU DO IT 

A prototype allows you to test your ideas in a different form, to 
see if what you think might happen will actually happen, to 
get feedback from others on what could be done better, etc. 
It makes for a fantastic communication tool and I always find 
that the moment you start to create one, you uncover things you 
hadn’t thought of before. Here are some steps to prototyping:

• Once you have an idea that you want to demonstrate, 
get feedback on or explore further, it’s time to decide on 
what form it needs to be to clearly translate its functionality 
to others. Prototype forms include models, mock ups, 
performances and more.
• Start making it! Use whatever you have available to 
you – your first prototype should not require shopping or 
weeks of planning. You should be able to action starting 
a prototype right away. Bits of scrap paper can be turned 
into a ‘sketch’ model where you roughly get a form to show 
shape, you can test functionality with cut up cardboard 
and some well positioned tape, even just a simple pretend 
cell phone to show what the app will look like evokes the 
right kind of imagery in the minds of others. 
• Get feedback. Ask people to interact with your prototype 
and give you feedback. Ask open-ended questions so 
they share freely and with richer detail. After receiving 
feedback, pull out core insights that can be used to make 
your intervention better.
• Use the feedback to move forward with iteration and 
make your next version of the prototype. It’s not uncommon 
for you to make many ‘what-if’ versions before you get to 
the final pre production product. 
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GAMIFYING 
PARTICIPATION 

Gamification, at its core, is a technique of dissecting and 
exploring the mechanics that motivate action in non-gaming 
environments. If you’ve ever been on the design or marketing 
end of business, then you’re likely well aware of the ways that 
producers attempt to motivate action through game mechanics 
(the things that make you behave or perform when playing a 
game). From the consumers’ perspective, gamification is a strong 
motivator, even if we don’t know why! Take, for example, wildly 
popular wearable fitness trackers. How do these gadgets get so 
many people interested and engaged in reaching the holy grail 
of 10,000 daily steps and thus losing weight and getting fitter? 
Designers used the game mechanics of motivation and the 
mechanism of reward to create the right environment for people 
to respond to the targets. This is the same way that the rewards 
of loyalty programs work; they motivate you to do something 
based on a set goal or target. 

Gamification is actually incredibly simple, once you understand 
the different mechanisms and mechanics of human motivation. 
Getting someone to engage with a product or service is the end 
result of a gamified approach, and it doesn’t stop at design or 
marketing (although that’s one of the more recognized examples). 
There is a range of different approaches to gamification, from 
UX (user experience) to analog experience design. The unifying 
thread is that gamification identifies activities that motivate 
human action and then leverages that knowledge to accomplish 
the end goal. Beyond the interesting and often pervasive ways 
we are immersed in a gamified society, this burgeoning field 
is a fascinating arena for designing motivating actions and 
experiences that facilitate engagement with positive social 
change. 
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Gamification is the use of game mechanics in non-gaming 
environments. The technique is being employed in everything  
from banking systems to fitness devices, and your brain loves it. 
Game mechanics work to motivate us, as we have been socially 
conditioned to respond to reward and punishment. Because 
we have a cocktail of neurochemicals that respond to stimuli, 
gamified rewards like prizes and badges are strong neurological 
triggers for human participation! 

Gamification is, however, not just about making things “fun” and 
using play mechanics. It’s a much more intricate and refined 
design process of creating mechanisms that motivate actions in 
a given environment. It’s also a way of making an experience more 
enjoyable, engaging, memorable and cognitively rewarding for 
participants. 

There is also Game Theory, which is an economic theory 
used to describe and explore how people make conscious or 
unconscious choices about performance and action in society. 
Since it’s an economic theory, it looks at how people strategize 
to maximize their effectiveness in a given situation. People make 
choices based on a myriad of complex value-sets and highly 
personal motivators, like pleasure, success, risk, competition, 
and challenge. There are very technical terms and mathematical 
conditions underpinning Game Theory, with hundreds of games 
used to define how two or more players perform to maximize 
their utility in a given situation or scenario. Through exploring 
these mechanics, we can gain a more refined perspective on 
human motivators and then design experiences that elate and 
excite, as well as create opportunities for transformative change. 
In the DD Method, we combine Gamification and Game 
Theory to get a more robust view of humans’ motivators and 

UNDERSTANDING 
HUMAN MOTIVATIONS
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to help develop techniques and tactics for curating experiences, 
services, and products that can reorient the way people see 
and experience the world, to be more sustainable and socially 
inclusive. 

To help translate how to use these tools, I have broken it down 
into four main elements that will help you use gamification 
within the DD Method. There are mechanics, motivators, 
modes, and methods, all operating within an ‘environment.’ 
An environment could be a room, city, application or building. 
Defining the environment will help you to scope out where the 
gamified experience plays out and will impact how you can 
employ these tactics to effect change.

Mechanics are the parts that you put together to make the 
experience work (such as a 2 player word association game). 
Mechanisms are the drivers you use (such as setting a certain 
number of words to be collected) to influence action. Modes are 
the ways you get people to engage with the experience (making 
it more challenging or using time restrictions) and motivators 
are the elements that encourage partition (like using rewards 
and prizes). These can all be applied in different ways to help 
motivate human engagement in rewarding ways. 

TACTICS FOR DESIGNING GAMIFIED EXPERIENCES
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HOW TO DO IT

It’s a little complex, but here are the main elements and how 
they work together to create the experience set:

• There are mechanics, which are the parts that you 
include in your design that work together to make it 
operate in the way you want. These are the things that 
you decipher and direct from other game play arenas 
(like when you use a time restriction to get people to run 
around a room collecting things). 
• There are mechanisms, which are the drivers and 
influencers of action within the arenas you are creating. 
These are the things that you include to get people to 
act (like having a leaderboard, which works to get players 
excited and replaying rounds). 
• There are modes, which are the ways of playing/
operating within the system (you might, for example, 
make people walk around a room blindfolded so that 
they have to experience the space differently, or make 
people respond to a quiz before they can enter). 
• And, there are motivators, which are the things that 
make the players act or perform in the desired way. These 
are the carrots that you use to progress play and keep 
people interested (like when you pass go you get $200 — 
this acts as a constant motivator to keep playing, even if 
you are losing the game). 
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PROTOTYPING AND 
PLAYTESTING

create, test, tweak, refine, test again, explore, and create more – in 
whatever order you need, to get the outcome that will be the best 
size and shape for the problem gap you identified through all of 
your problem mining, systems thinking, and creative ideation. 
 
The trick here is to just do it! Don’t just talk about it, and don’t 
lock your ideas up in your mind fearful that people will steal 
them (it’s always flattering when they do). If you are protective 
about your ideas, then perhaps you are not investing enough 
energy into generating a lot of good ones! The more ideas you 
create, the more energy you invest in the neurological process of 
creative three dimensional thinking, and the less attached you 
will become to each and every idea you come up with – you will 
see them as small grains of sand in the ocean of possibility. 

Anything worthwhile requires work; do the work, and you will 
get the beautiful rewards of creating something that lives and 
breathes in the world. Do it with positively disruptive intentions, 
and it may just change the world.

The more you can playtest and 
prototype an intervention, the more 
robust and effective it will be at 
making the change you desire. The 
DD Method is an iterative approach 
based on the Action Research Cycle, 
which means you are constantly 
planning, doing, reflecting, and 
planning again. When you add a 
design process overlay to this, you 
get a beautiful approach to creative 
production that allows you to explore, 

THE ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE
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MAKE THINGS 
SUSTAINABLE
If you’re going to invest mental energy and effort in the creation 
of something new, then you should make sure that you have 
considered the social, economic, and environmental impacts of 
whatever you’re doing. 

Way too many things are created with no purpose; they exist 
in the world to serve the superficial needs of some, whilst 
costing others. So, always consider the impacts, ramifications, 
and unintended consequences of the things that you create. 
The ideal is to create with minimal extraction and maximum 
offering. 

Consider the ways in which the materials and processes you 
are using have been extracted and produced. Don’t just fall for 
the myth that something being biodegradable, recyclable, or 
renewable means it must be beneficial to the planet in some 
way. These terms are simply material properties that define 
what a material can do in the right environment; they do not 
guarantee an environmental benefit because they often end 
up in the wrong systems conditions to perform the desired 
task (a biodegradable material that ends up in a landfill will not 
magically biodegrade).

As Disruptive Designers, we have it within our creative capacity 
to offer products, systems and services that shift the status quo, 
and create unique new ways of doing things. We just need to 
invest the mental and creative energy in figuring out what the 
best fit for the purpose is.  

Sustainable design decisions are about doing more with less, 
making things that are regenerative, sustainable and considerate 
of the entire system. 
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GET SMARTER, 
BE DISRUPTIVE 

The DD Method of creative production is all about making 
positive change on the planet, through the things that we do. 
It’s about developing a new set of thinking and doing tools that 
activate your agency and ignite your potential to participate in 
the world with more purpose and intent. 

This requires a dedication to constantly discovering new 
things that make your old thinking techniques obsolete, and 
to continuing to build your capacity to dissect, explore, and 
intervene in the world around you in more significant ways. 

There is always scope to learn more, and the best way to learn is 
to do. Feedback loops are such powerful social influencers; they 
teach us how things currently work, and how we could make 
them work more effectively with the dynamic and constantly 
evolving systems that make up planet Earth. 

We live in a complex time – our technological advancements and 
human population growth are placing incredible pressures on 
the Earth’s life support systems. Each decision we make has far-
reaching impacts. From the things we buy to the way we speak 
and what we create, we are all part of a beautiful complicated 
interconnected species, reliant on this planet and each other for 
survival. 

AS BUCKMINSTER FULLER SO BEAUTIFULLY 
SAID, “THERE ARE NO PASSENGERS ON 
SPACESHIP EARTH, ONLY CO-PILOTS.”  
LET’S CO-PILOT THIS BEAUTIFUL PLANET TO 
BE A BETTER PLACE FOR EVERYONE. 
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LET’S GET TO 

WORK!

I hope that the words, ideas, and frameworks 
within this handbook help you to actively 

participate in creating systems interventions that 
make the world work better for all of us. 

The future is undefined. It is made up as a result of 
the actions of agents (like you) within the system, 

so anything is possible. The more you discover 
systems thinking and embrace a creatively 
disruptive approach to participating in the 

world, the more you will gain autonomy over the 
opportunity you have to participate with purpose 

and make change in the world around you. 

Please share your systems explorations, ideation 
processes, and activations for making change with 

me @leylaacaroglu and by using the hashtags 
#disruptdesign & #makechange 

Leyla Acaroglu, Dec 2016
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PROVOCATEUR AND CREATIVE 

PROTAGONIST, AWARD-WINNING DESIGNER, 
SOCIOLOGIST, AND UNEP 2016 CHAMPION 
OF THE EARTH, DR. LEYLA ACAROGLU, THE 

DISRUPTIVE DESIGN METHOD IS A HOLISTIC 
AND SUBSTANCE-BASED APPROACH TO 
COMPLEX, CREATIVE PROBLEM SOLVING.

THE DD METHOD COMBINES SOCIOLOGICAL 
INQUIRY METHODS, SUSTAINABILITY 
STRATEGIES, SYSTEMS AND DESIGN 

THINKING TOOLS, WHICH, TOGETHER, CAN 
BE EMPLOYED TO DEVELOP STRATEGIC 

CREATIVE SYSTEMS INTERVENTIONS THAT 
ENACT SOCIAL AND SUSTAINABLE CHANGE, 

BY ANYONE, ANYWHERE. THIS HANDBOOK IS 
FOR ANYONE WANTING TO HELP MAKE THE 

WORD WORK BETTER FOR ALL OF US. 

THE DISRUPTIVE 
DESIGN METHOD
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