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From Systemic Insights to Sustainable Business Actions—A case
study on GenZ Parents in the DACH Market

Elisabeth Tschavgova, Elise Talgorn, Charlotte Kobus, Jo van Engelen, Conny

Bakker, and Sonja van Dam

This research uses systemic design to develop interventions for sustainable

change in a business context. The primary objective is to address the

communication and translation of systemic insights into practical business

actions. Bridging the gap between research and practice is a major challenge in

effectively communicating systemic insights and guiding actionable

decision-making. Therefore, the research question guiding this study is: "How

can systemic insights be effectively translated into feasible actions for

businesses?" To address this question, a combination of established methods

was applied in the business case study of sustainable parenthood.

The systemic analysis involved defining system boundaries, gathering data

through desk research and interviews with business stakeholders, and creating a

causal loop diagram. Further, Donella Meadows' theory was applied to identify

leverage points for behavioural change strategies. To make the complexity of the

system map and its leverage points comprehensible for stakeholders, it was

translated into a story map and subsequently into insight cards. In-depth

validation and analysis of the systemic insights were done through qualitative

user interviews (n=10).

The main contribution of this paper is the use of insight cards, which offer a

tangible and accessible format for conveying systemic insights. The cards allow

the communication of complex systemic language and bridge research and
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practice. However, while insight cards were a valuable tool for the development

of concrete solutions, further strategic considerations are needed. Thus, the

study highlights the need for further research in effective communication

strategies and systemic language to facilitate the translation of systemic insights

into tangible business actions.

KEYWORDS: Systemic design, Sustainability, Storytelling, Organizations, Behaviour

change

RSD TOPIC(S): Cases & Practice, Economics & Organizations, Methods & Methodology

Introduction

In today's complex and interconnected world, addressing sustainability challenges

requires a systemic approach (Jones, 2018) that considers the environmental impacts of

innovation and business. Systemic design can be a valuable approach to sustainable

interventions from a business perspective. However, the gap between research and

practice (Green & Seifert, 2005) makes communicating systemic insights and actions

based on them a challenge. Given this gap, the guiding research question for this study

is: "How can systemic insights be effectively translated into feasible actions for

businesses?"

To investigate this, a business case study was conducted with a leading consumer

healthcare brand focusing on sustainable parenting. The sustainability issues and needs

of GenZ first-time parents in the DACH (Germany-Austria-Switzerland) market were

systemically analysed. The DACH market was chosen due to its openness to sustainable

innovation and its leadership in sustainable consumption. Furthermore, first-time

parents born between 1995 and 2010 represented the target group of future parents

with high sustainability awareness (Marks et al, 2021).
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Methodology

To systematically analyse the complex problems of sustainable parenthood, two

common practices in a system analysis are selected: the Causal Loop Diagram (4) and

Donna Meadows' (Meadows, 1997) theory of leverage points. These two approaches

were chosen since they are well-established and widely used in the field of systems

theory and systemic design. A causal loop diagram (CLD) describes and maps a complex

system and is optimal for visualising cause-effect relationships between different

variables (4). However, understanding causal relationships may not be enough to have

the intended systemic impact. Thus, leverage points, which are "places in a system

where the least effort has the greatest impact" (5), need to be identified. Donna

Meadows’ theory of defining and ranking leverage points is, until today, one of the most

applied theories to do so; therefore was selected to be applied for the systemic analysis

of the case study.

The combination of CLD and Meadow’s leverage point theory is applied in a four-step

approach to guide the research process. The first step of this approach is the common

systemic practice of defining the boundaries of the system. Followed by the system

mapping through a CLD as a second step and the identification of leverage points as a

third step. Due to the complexity of the process, systemic storytelling (6) was added to

the third step to enable effective communication of the system analysis. Finally, the last

and fourth steps aim to validate and further explore leverage points and opportunities

for systemic change through a qualitative study with representative parents. In addition,

a high level of involvement of relevant stakeholders within the company is required to

ensure the feasibility and acceptance of the systemic analysis. Figure 1 provides an

overview of the research process based on the combined methodology.

Step 1—Framing and data gathering

First, boundaries were established with the business stakeholders, which involved

representatives from the marketing, design and innovation, research, and sustainability

teams, as well as the lead of the parenthood business section. The boundaries of this

collaborative discussion were defined as global trends relevant to GenZ and millennials

within the DACH market, sustainability in relation to healthcare and parenting, and
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parenting as a business. Data was gathered from internal documents and company

interviews. In addition, desk research based on a list of relevant keywords from over 70

documents was conducted, including academic papers, journal articles, and blog posts.

The data collected was organised into 17 topics (Table 1), each with a summary.

Figure 1: Four-step approach.

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12
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Table 1: Overview topics (Mapping of topics+summaries in Appendix A).

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12

Topic number Topic

1 GenZ as parents

2 Postpartum sexual life

3 Gender roles & work life in new families

4 Food & Diet for parents & babies (incl. breastfeeding)

5 GenZ & Wellbeing

6 Democratisation on Healthcare

7 GenZ online behaviour

8 GenZ digitalisation & health

9 GenZ & mental health

10 GenZ & money

11 GenZ & their sustainable attitude

12 Environmental footprint of families

13 Communication, Branding & Marketing

14 New business models in the sharing community

15 Positioning & Strategy towards mother & child care (of the business)

16 Positioning & Strategy towards sustainability (of the business)

17 EU sustainable regulations
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Step 2—Systemmapping

To create the system map, 17 mini CLDs (4) were developed (Figure 2). The creation of

these mini-CLDs was facilitated through a co-creation workshop with design, research,

and business stakeholders. Participants were divided into groups and asked to map the

cause-effect relationships of each summary. The 17 mini CLDs are based on the 17

topics of Table 1.

Each of the mini-CLDs captured a specific aspect of the system, which, when linked

together by common variables, formed the final system map (map in Appendix C).

Figure 2: Mini-Map example (Overview of all Mini-Maps in Appendix B).
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Step 3—System analysis

Once the system map was created, leverage points were identified. In addition to

determining reinforcing and balancing loops (4,5) as leverage points, additional criteria

for leverage points were defined. These include variables that have a high number (>5)

of incoming or outgoing arrows and variables that have a significant impact on the

dynamics of the system based on trend knowledge. An additional stakeholder

co-creation workshop was conducted to validate and rank the highest business leverage

points based on feasibility, novelty, and impact. Then, using Meadow's "Leverage Points:

Places to intervene in a system” (Meadows, 1997), the leverage points were reviewed,

and an adapted map highlighting the prioritised leverage points was created. This

resulted in the highest ranked leverage point as the parent’s dilemma of wanting to act

eco-responsible but being immersed in triggers for overconsumption.

To facilitate stakeholder understanding, visual storytelling principles were applied to

create a ‘story map’ (Figure 3). These principles translate the logical analysis into an

intuitive and empathetic comprehension of the system (Talgorn & Hendriks, 2021).

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12
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Figure 3: Simplified story map (Elaborate version in Appendix D).
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Step 4—System exploration and validation

A qualitative study with representative parents was conducted to validate the dilemma

and gain further insights on the story map. A convenience sample () was selected and

snowball sampling (8) was used for recruitment. This resulted in a sample size of 13

parents aged 22-30 for 10 online interviews (n=10). To capture the thoughts during a

semi-structured interview format with the parents, ZMET (Coulter & Zaltman 1994) and

laddering (Kadir et al., 2018) were applied. The ZMET (Zaltman metaphor elicitation

technique) exercise was applied at the beginning of the interview. Parents were

presented with pictures to use as metaphors to express their thoughts. The usage of

ZMET aimed to uncover both conscious and unconscious thoughts by exploring

non-literal or metaphoric expressions (Coulter & Zaltman 1994).

Further in the interview, laddering was applied. Laddering proposes that mental

constructs are ordered hierarchically and interconnected through cause and effect, with

constructs forming the basis of an individual's beliefs. To delve deeper into underlying

needs, motivations, and values and to understand their possible consequences, “why”

questions need to be asked—this allows us to move up the pyramid—and to move

down the pyramid, "how" questions were asked (Rugg & McGeorge, 1995).

The interviews were transcribed and analysed, which included mapping and coding of

the qualitative data (Appendix E). The analysis resulted in 10 systemic insights (Table 2),

reflecting the problems and needs of parents revolving around the identified dilemma

of GenZ parents.

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12
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Table 2: Overview of the ten systemic insights.
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Insight
number

Systemic insight

1 Sustainability is perceived as a privilege for families who have time and
money for a sustainable lifestyle

2 Parents are facing a huge choice and information overload

3 Everyday life for a first-time parent is overwhelming and stressful.
Sustainability is seen as an addition to the workload

4 Sustainability is described as a process. It takes time and exploration on
what works best for different families and requests space for trial and error

5 To parents, sustainability means more than materials; they also consider the
social aspects

6 Parents want to teach their children a sustainable mindset and be a role
model

7 Parents are open to the concept of second-hand products for their children
and like to also give their used products to other parents

8 Parents often buy products without knowing if the products match their and
their children’s needs

9 Parents buy products in a preventive manner - to be well prepared for any
situation

10 One of the most common strategies of parents to be more sustainable is to
consume less and ask themselves: What do I really need?
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Insight cards

In order to facilitate the translation of systemic insights into feasible actions for the

business, the business stakeholders suggested using insight cards. Insight cards are a

growing practice for business partners to make research easily accessible for business

actions, such as products, product-service-systems, business models, etc. The 10

systemic insights and qualitative data were embedded in the general business insight

card structure (Figure 4).

Results and Conclusion

The insight cards address the research question, "How can systemic insights be

effectively translated into feasible actions for businesses?" as follows:

First, the insight cards bridge the gap between research and practice in communicating

systemic design in a business context. By using this familiar framework for the business,

they reduce the abstraction of systemic insights and enable practical action. Further,

despite the story map making the complexity of the system understandable and

providing stakeholders with a holistic view of the customer needs, its non-linearity

hinders the development of actionable business strategies. Thus, using the insight cards

in combination allows the creation of business interventions to address the identified

dilemma and promote sustainability among parents. Figure 5 shows an example insight

card, with additional cards in the Appendix F.

Second, by focusing on the core issue and its systemic implications, insight cards allow

businesses to temporarily shift their focus away from solely monetary considerations.

This shift in perspective allows insights to be translated into value, bridging the gap

between sustainability and profitability.

To ensure validity and applicability, one of the company’s principal design researchers

reviewed the cards, assessing their alignment with current business practices, language,

and tools. Secondly, the insight cards were presented and discussed with different

business units, i.e. inter-subjectively validated. Based on this review, the insight cards

were considered applicable and translatable to innovation strategies.

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12
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Thus, using insights cards, systemic insights were made tangible, reducing the level of

abstraction and complexity associated with system theory in a business context.

However, it is important to note that while the insight cards provide valuable

information, they do not offer immediate solutions. Developing concrete solutions

based on the insights is outside the scope of this research, and strategic thinking

beyond the cards is required to effectively address the issues identified. This implies

that further research is needed to develop actionable solutions and measure their

impact. In addition, systemic analysis is complex and time-consuming and requires

business partners to familiarise themselves with a new language and way of thinking.

While insight cards help to bridge the communication gap to some extent, additional

measures are needed to facilitate effective communication. In conclusion, this

exploration can be seen as one step on a long pathway forward to approach sustainable

business impact systemically.

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12
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Figure 4: Template general structure insight card.
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Figure 5: Example insight card.
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Appendices

The following appendices are available via the the link.1

Appendix A: Overview of topics+summaries

Appendix B: Overview of Mini-Maps

Appendix C: Final System Map

Appendix D: Story Map

Appendix E: Mapping qualitative data

On the following pages:

Appendix F: Insight Cards

1 https://rsdsymposium.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/APPENDICES_GenZ-parents_DACH.pdf
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