
APPENDIX B 
We define systems change as work that tackles the root causes of pressing social problems. Systems change efforts (1) 
acknowledge the complex, interrelated political/social/economic factors contributing to a social problem, as well as the 
applicant organization’s role in this ecosystem, and (2) seek to address the underlying policies, processes, relationships, 
behaviors, and power structures that are contributing to the problem. We acknowledge the spectrum of impact that 
social change initiatives lie on, and seek here to distinguish systems change work from direct service work, which serves 
individuals on a 1:1, direct basis to improve their wellbeing within a shorter or defined timeframe. 
 
Below are examples of work that illustrates the difference between work that takes a systems change approach (tackling 
root causes), vs a direct service approach (addressing symptoms). 
 
Questions you might ask yourself, to determine where on the spectrum of impact your initiative lies, include: 

o Have you made the problem go away temporarily, or forever? 
o Have you created local empowerment, or dependence on your model? 
o Have you set in motion new behaviors, norms, values, incentives in your model that renders your model 

unneeded over time?1 

 
Direct Service 
 

 Direct Service Systems Change 
 Working 1:1 directly with individuals 

impacted by identified social issue, in 
order to improve their wellbeing within a 
clear, defined timeframe – there is a clear 
and concrete feedback loop (hungry 
people being fed, clients receiving legal 
help, care-giving, case-
management/counselling). 

Creating widespread social change by fundamentally 
shifting the distribution or delivery of resources, 
power; changing laws and /or regulations; shifting 
behaviors within an ecosystem or group that will 
render your work unneeded over time; supporting 
communities to organize and influence decision-
making on issues that they are directly impacted by. 
 
 

Example 1: In a community with widespread asthma 
due to air pollution from a nearby bus 
depot, it’s the difference between 
providing or funding medical treatment 
for people with asthma…2 

…or organizing in the community to regulate bus 
idling and emissions. 

Example 2:  When approaching the issue of tackling 
homelessness, it’s the difference between 
providing food or short-term/emergency 
shelter…  

…or removing onerous barriers to public housing 
admission, or passing a bond measure for billions of 
dollars for permanent, supportive housing.  
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