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The Opportunity 
Sustainability Institute, a not-for-profit center that applies systems thinking and 
organizational learning approaches to economic, environmental and social 
challenges, offers strategic planning sessions for a wide range of groups. 

The Approach  

Action-to-Outcome mapping helps 
teams improve their thinking about 
how their policies and actions in the 
world could best achieve desired 
outcomes while tapping into the 
reinforcing and balancing effects of 
the broader system.  A facilitator 
leads the group through a five-step 
process of brainstorming, small group 
work, systems mapping, and 
structured conversation. 

Deliverables 
Typical results include: 
• More widely-shared group understanding about how actions will yield results 
• Clearer ways to measure 

progress  
• Ideas about how to tap into 

self-reinforcing processes 
and avoid resistance in the 
system 

• Better strategies for 
addressing the mindsets 
and world-views that 
underlie people’s behavior 

• A systems map linking 
actions to outcomes 

2.  Feedback: the system pushes 
back or amplifies your efforts
2.  Feedback: the system pushes 
back or amplifies your efforts

Actions
Steps we take intended 
to improve the system

Intermediate indicator
The changes we expect to see 
over the next 1-3 years to show 
we’re on the right path

Outcomes
Changes we want to see 
in the long term

1.  Causal theory:  How 
actions lead to goals and 
then to outcomes

1.  Causal theory:  How 
actions lead to goals and 
then to outcomes

4. External 
forces push on 
the outcomes

4. External 
forces push on 
the outcomes

3.  Mindsets slow 
or accelerate 

change

5.  Explore the 
opportunities 
for learning 
and action

Actions

Write 
editorials

Deliver 
talks

Write and 
share case 
studies

Consult to 
water utility 
staff

Intermediate
indicator

Saved
water

Outcomes

Average
streamflow

Ecosystem
health

Groundwater
levels

Regional water 
security

Public
financial health

Public 
support for 
water effic.

Success
of efforts

Water utility
effort

Staff
effectiveness

Experience

R2

Experience

R2R2

Awareness

Positive
word of
mouth

R1 Awareness

Positive
word of
mouth

R1R1

Total 
withdrawals



Results 
Sustainability Institute has used the action-outcomes approach with teams that 
work in a range of areas, from agriculture to environmental policy to forestry to 
philanthropy.  One participant wrote: 
 

The session forced us to articulate assumptions behind our actions and 
decisions.  It forced us to understand the inter-linkages between the various 
intermediate outcomes.  What I liked in the methodology was the manner in 
which all of the thinking and creation was done interactively and it had a 
“Polaroid” feel of watching an image appear where there was none.  I liked that in 
the available time we managed to complete one logical piece and that really 
triggered the appetite for us to do more. 
                                        -- Suresh Subramanian, Waitt Foundation 
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water utility 
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effort Total
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Staff
effectiveness

Mindsets Can Support or Impede 
Progress

Wasting 
water is

bad

Saving water 
does not create a 

reliable supply
Conservation 
is depravation
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Scheduling a Consulting Session 
 
Contact SI at: 

 
Headquarters 
Sustainability Institute 
3 Linden Rd. 
Hartland VT 05048 USA 
1-802-436-1277 
www.sustainabilityinstitute.org 
 

Drew Jones 
Sustainability Institute 
8 Lynmar Ave. 
Asheville NC 28804 USA 
1-828-236-0884 
apjones@sustainer.org  
www.sustainabilityinstitute.org  

 


