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1. Grounding in systems change (in market systems)

2. Introductions (and what system you seek to change)

3. Overview of Criterion’s systems change goals

4. The “how” of systems change, and Criterion’s six areas of activity

5. Addressing power dynamics in systems change

6. Reflections

Agenda
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Systems are made by humans. They are social, cultural, economic 

constructions. Therefore, they can change.

Inside of systems are dynamics which explain how the different parts of 

the whole system interact with each other.

Systems are durable. Humans use systems to structure and cement 

things, intentionally. 

Note: Most work on systems and systems change in the context of social change… 

is not focused on market systems. Therefore, for many social change actors, 

systems are hard to think about, and market systems are even harder!

Defining Systems
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Assumptions About Markets

4

Facilitate an 
exchange of 
goods and 
services

Based 
in underlying 
systems of trust 
or legitimacy

Constructed 
by people 
over time…
not an invisible 
hand

And, as systems, 
markets create 
unintended 
consequences…
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Market systems often support capitalism, but they are not the same thing.

1. Finance and Capital

2. Corporate Purchasing

3. Supply Chain Management

4. Data and Assurance

5. Policy and Regulation

6. Culture and Social Norms

Markets and market systems are social and cultural constructions, they can be 

modified and changed.

Markets are too often seen as abstractions, the invisible hand and are described 

as forces, suggesting they are outside of our control. And yet, market 

“behaviors” are remarkably human. They imitate us, since we created them.

Market Systems
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Defining Systems Change

Confronting root causes of issues (rather than 
symptoms) by transforming structures, 
customs, mindsets, power dynamics and 
policies, by strengthening collective power 
through the active collaboration of diverse 
people and organisations.

What is systems change – Catalyst 2030

…you know it when you see it?

The Iceberg of How. A model to help reflect on projects &… | by 
Ola Möller | MethodKit Stories

From climate change to institutionalized 
bigotry, the largest challenges we face today are 
systemic in nature. They exist within complex, 
adaptive, and volatile human societies. And while 
that can make tackling them seem daunting, the 
good news is that human history is full of 
examples of coordinated and successful efforts to 
change the underlying fabric of our world for the 
better.

5 lessons on creating systems change – THNK School

https://catalyst2030.net/what-is-systems-change/
https://blog.methodkit.com/the-iceberg-of-how-889e87fb5394
https://blog.methodkit.com/the-iceberg-of-how-889e87fb5394
https://www.thnk.org/blog/five-lessons-creating-system-change/
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Leverage points are important for when you have to change 
your system.

Leverage points in a system are places to intervene in a system. 
It’s important to

1. Find the right leverage point, and

2. Push it in the right direction

Counter-intuitively, people often find a good leverage point, but 
push it in the wrong direction.

Leverage Points
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You have analyzed the dynamics that define 
how a system operates…

And you know where there is leverage to 
intervene.

Now what?

What does implementing systems 
change look like, day-to-day?

So, you see the system…
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The ability to effect systems change 
is closely connected to privilege and 
power.

What if  the change you seek 
requires a shift in who holds what 
power?

How do we address power dynamics 
in the process of  creating of  systems 
change?



10

Introductions in small 
groups
1. What system(s) are you 

working to change, 
specifically?

2. Where do you find leverage?
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Criterion’s Systems 
Change Goals
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1. Invite Financial Imagination: Social change organizations design and implement 
strategies that use investments and engage systems of finance into their work to 
increase social and gender equality.

2. Finance the Reduction of GBV: Social change organizations, governments and 
investors design and implement strategies that effectively use finance to reduce 
gender-based violence.

3. Shift Narratives in Innovative Finance: Actors working in innovative finance actively 
address power, privilege, and bias through investment process, structures, and 
analysis in order to advance gender equality and social justice.

4. Unleash the Power of Policy: Government agencies use their power to align their 
innovative finance programs with the boldest ambitions of their social and gender 
policies and, through that influence, increase what is expected of organizations using 
finance to increase gender equality and social justice.

5. Value the Future of Equality: Investors assign value in their investments today 
through a methodology that recognizes a future where social change organizations 
have achieved social justice and gender equality.

Pillars of  Criterion’s Strategic Plan
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Audiences
(3 primary)

Organizations Investors Governments

International NGO
National Organizations

Includes
Denominations
Local Civil Society

Philanthropy
Consulting firms
Academic Institutions

Asset owner
Private investor
Sovereign funds
Pension/Superannuation 
funds
Asset manager
IFI/DFI/MDB
Private market actors
Public market actors

Donor Agencies
Multilateral Agencies

Includes 
UN agencies
International 
coordinating bodies

National government 
Agencies
Subnational government 
agencies

Cross cutting Categories

Faith-based
Feminist or Women’s Rights
Leaders in the field of gender lens investing
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Grace 

Hospitality

Power of  invitation

Part of  Criterion from the beginning

Our Values



6 Areas of  Activity
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Scope and scale of  audience

Targeted Broad

In
te

n
d
ed

 r
es

u
lt

Understanding
Teaching
Build capacity through
training and tools

Learning
Make sense of what creates
system change

Imagination
Design
Innovate approaches to using 
finance to create social change

Amplification
Broadcast, with partners, 
that more is possible

Will to Act
Influence
Encourage individuals or 
institutions to take specific actions

Field-building
Shape a field of actors,
activity, or ideas
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Each Area of Activity is 
translated into a set of 
processes, that have 
standard steps.

Our programs are 
organized around these 
specific processes

Processes (15)
Teaching Develop and implement a curriculum of audience-specific training and tools

Adapt an existing tool or training for an audience around a topic

Learning Make sense of an approach to systems change with partners

Assess program plans to deepen and refine what we know how we create change

Design Develop a portfolio of insights of what is possible

Build a model from a set of insights to position for implementation

Engage with specific partners to demonstrate in context

Amplification Design and build confidence in a brand around an idea or an identity

Execute a sustained communications campaign to put possibilities into the world

Influence Map political economy within an audience

Design and implement an influence campaign

Cultivate a cohort that is willing to use their power to disrupt power dynamics

Field Building Build consensus/endorsement of a reframe that would shift actions in the field

Curate a map of the field and use the conclusions to show pathways to action

Host Convergence to facilitate field building connections and conversations
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Design

Leverage within Organizations Power Dynamics

In all the years of seeking to engage organizations, they have said, 
“you first.” We sought to accompany them in their Design processes, 
and they wanted us to demonstrate first.

Therefore, while we invite social change organizations into Design 
processes, they are not influenced by the participation in the process 

as much as they are by the results.

Design undoes the authority of how it has always been done.

Design begins with listening to what is going on out in the world, 
connecting diverse people and ideas, and engaging in conversations 
on the edge to discover something new. It crosses traditional 
disciplines. 

It privileges the voices of outsiders, believing they are the source of 
new perspectives and insights. It welcomes people into a place of 
comfort and gives them permission to contribute, even outside of 
their area of expertise.

Innovate new approaches and new insights to spark imagination that more is possible. 
Design is an inclusive process that thrives in a culture of  curiosity. Take the pieces of  the 
system apart and show other ways that it can be put together in different ways.

Rather than seeking to fix a problem, discover new possibilities.
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1. Channel resources to enterprises or investment opportunities that will contribute to 

the social change you seek

2. Influence the benchmarks against which the success of the investment is measured 

and introduce metrics that track the impact of the investment
3. Advocate for introducing new data or eliminating bias in how data is assessed in order 

to shift how value is assigned in finance

4. Shift the structure and terms of an investment to be able to change who holds what 

power in the relationship

5. Expand what expertise is trusted in investment decision-making and what processes 

are seen as valid approaches to making investments

Framework for design 
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Design

Practices Next step

• Wandering around looking for nothing in 
particular

• Model inclusive approaches to landscaping 
investment potential that honor contextual 
knowledge and challenge normative 
assumptions

• Breaking into component parts

• Synthesize like an accordion

• Practice design that disrupts power 
dynamics

• Look at existing design within systems

• Identify the power dynamics. Who is 
expert? Who has power in how 
relationships are structured? Who’s time 
matters? Who determines value?

• Seeing power in existing systems is an 
important step in designing what will 
disrupt power
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Amplification

Leverage within Investors

Broadcast that more is possible in order to spark imagination.

Amplification provides legitimacy by putting out insights, stories, reflections. We 
don’t need to overengineer where the seeds planted will lead. We are increasing the 
volume, rather than crafting a specific conversation.

Power Dynamics

Investors trade in legitimacy. The establishment of  a 
credible voice enables other to lean on a brand to expand 
the power of  their voice.

But amplification is about possibility not proof.

Working in markets that are not yet formed or are shifting 
requires naming possibilities before there is proof. That is 
the nature of  change. But bias and privileges often shapes 
what possibilities are seen as legitimate. 

How to couch the message so it is heard, without 
reinforcing the social norms that keep privilege in place.

Dare to take risks to disrupt norms.
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Amplification

Practices Reflections

• Rely on the currency of  insight

• Share responsibility for the “cost of  
excitement”

• Put out ideas framed as possibilities 
rather than proof

• How do people respond?
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Field Building

Change within audience

Field Building frames the goals of  the field and shapes how the collective thinks, acts, and 
comes together. These activities create coherence or reframe understanding of  the what, the 
who, and the why behind the field.

These activities result in increasing the will to act, in the context of  a broader collective.

Power Dynamics

Governments are aware of their own limitations. Their ability to 
act is limited. They require private sector investors and civil society 
organizations to be able to implement. They can pass policies, but 
are limited if  the world is unable to implement them.

While governments struggle to fund and support Field Building 
activity because the outcomes are not tangible enough, they rely on 
Field Building to be able to advance their intent to act. They need 
to point to a field of activity, ideas, or organizations to 
demonstrate that there is a movement behind ideas.

Organizations who primarily focus on Field Building activities 

position themselves in service to the field. They don't struggle to 

define a distinct point of view, but rather represent the breadth 

of the views in the field. Criterion is not in service to the field of 

gender lens investing.

Field Building activities are still part of what advances our 

mission. Just part, not the point.



Redefine value by 

challenging and 

resetting norms

Expand who holds 

authority through 

diverse leadership

Honor knowledge 

validated by experts 

grounded in context

Open participation 

through new patterns of  

trusted connections

Equitably distribute 

power through 

accountable, 

transparent 

structures

Dismantle privilege 

through a redistribution 

of  resourcesDisrupting Fields 

Framework:

Analyzing Power 

Dynamics in Field 

Building
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Field Building

Practices Questions

• Generosity in introductions

• Blowing up and creating new taxonomies

• Developing the agenda based on who is 
attending

• What is the origin story of  that field? What 

was the field responding to through its 

development?

• What are the ideological tensions in the 

field?

• What are the boundaries of  the field? How 

do you know what is inside or outside of  

the field? Is that definition contested?

• Who are the leaders in the field? Where 

does their authority come from?
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Influence

Leverage within Organizations

Influence is a targeted approach that results in an individual or institution taking 
an action that we encouraged them to take. Sometimes, influence is direct within 
a relationship we hold, sometimes it is through connectors or influencers who 
can use their power to create the will to act.

Power Dynamics

Advocacy is a known strategy within social change organizations. Their 
advocacy is focused on influencing governments. We are inviting 
organizations to use their power to Influence systems of  finance and 
practices of  investments. This makes sense to them.

We also seek to influence social change organizations. Unlike investors 
and governments, organizations resist the idea of  being influenced. 
They often question the intent behind our Influence. Therefore, 
influencing organizations comes after other activities have been 
exhausted.

Power dynamics are perhaps most obvious in Influence.

When engaged in Influence, we work with people who have substantial 

power. That means that in this area of  activity the power dynamics are 

explicit. That makes them both entrenched and more transparent.

For example, leaders with power have gatekeepers and other systems to 
manage access to this power.
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Influence

Practices Questions

• Asking for open-ended things (rather than 
the targeted asks that are often recommended 
in networking)

• Using an interview to influence

• Personalization at scale

• Moves management. A term borrowed from 
fundraising. What are the five moves that over 
time will move an individual on readiness and 
willingness?

• The place to start with influence is not to 

make the ask, but to think through how to 

cultivate an individual in a path to an ask.
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Reflections:
• What are you noticing so far?

• What has struck you as useful?

• What do you need to wrestle 
with a bit more?
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Teaching

Leverage within Government

Teaching creates understanding.

We are not teaching how things work but encouraging people to see how they could work. The 

tools we build break systems into their component parts also provide the resources to 

experiment, to engage, and to imagine new possibilities.

Power Dynamics

Technical assistance is the mainstay of  development efforts. 
Governments understand the need to pay for capacity 
building, as it is often the leverage that they have within a 
broader investment environment.

How do we disrupt the tendency to use teaching to fix the 
company, not fix the capital?

Teaching is closely tied to expertise.

Experts have the power to name what knowledge matters, 

what data is legitimate, what complexity is tolerated. Reliance 

on experts reinforces traditional privilege, unless we make an 

intentional effort to validate unorthodox expertise and 

bridge across disparate knowledge.
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Teaching

Practices Reflection

• Ask permission to teach

• Break into component parts (and put on 
cards)

• Framing and reframing

• We can invite people to learn, but until they 

take up that invitation, we cannot effectively 

teach.

• When we use teaching processes to influence, 

teaching is both expensive and less effective.

• When do you have permission to teach?
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Learning

Leverage within Organizations

Learning creates collective understanding.

Here, learning is more about knowledge creation than knowledge consumption.

It is about learning with…about the system, dynamics in context, and the show of  systems change.

Power Dynamics

Organizations seeking to create social change know the value of  
learning about how to create change. Measurement, evaluation, and 
learning are built into programming or strategy development for most 
organizations. It is a recognized strength.

Many of  the ways organizations learn about impact, however, do not 
support understanding about what creates systems change. There is 
even less collective wisdom in organizations about how to create 
systems change tied to finance and investments. 

• Question expert knowledge. Do not assume there is a set body of  

knowledge that we need to go out and learn to be able to perform 

expertise.

• Be aware of  the barriers that others face in engaging in collective 

learning processes. 

• Design processes of  Learning that do not extract data without 

giving people the ability to participate in the Learning.
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Learning

Practices Questions

• Disciplined space for synthesis

• Conversations that have no particular point

• Documents where you ‘think all the 
thoughts’ before it is structured into 
conclusions

• Do you carve out space and time to 
think and reflect? 

• What are the pressure points that 
push your thinking to transition into 
concrete learning outputs? 

• We often set goals to learn “about.” 
How do you learn “with?” How 
could your individual practices 
become collective practices?
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• Practice seeing and analyzing power structures and how they play out in the activity in 
which you are engaged.

• Assess your own power in context and determine whether and how to use that power 
to disrupt systems of power. Few can challenge systems of power alone. It is too easy for 
the system to resist and disqualify the efforts.

• Disruptions require discernment and intentional choices, based on calculation of risk 
against potential impact, to determine the efficacy of a move.

• Systems change is a long process and therefore requires feedback loops to assess 
progress from a range of perspectives over time.

Addressing Power Dynamics in Systems 
Change
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In small groups:
• Practice naming the power 

dynamics in your approach to 
systems change. 

• Don’t try to fix it, just practice 
seeing.
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1. Practice seeing and analyzing power

2. Assess YOUR power in context (and the power of allies)

3. Discern the will to act

4. Act

5. Create feedback loops

Addressing Power Dynamics (simplified)
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Reflections

What are you taking 
away?
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Criterion does not do its work alone. We are a porous 
organization, working with and through others to expand the 
circle of people and organizations who use finance to create 
social change. You are part of that web of relationships.

• TOOLKIT training (March 13th)

• Office hours (March 16th)

• Insights and Invitations (May 18th)

• Convergence (throughout the month of September)

We welcome your participation in our programs by stepping 
into our design processes, helping us to amplify, learning with 
us.

• Our Synthesis Sessions are often open to our friends and 
allies.

• Come tell your story on our team call.

• We are expanding our advisory boards. Ask us if that is 
something you would like to be considered for.

Invitations



Thank you for 
participating!


