
Systemic Change 
A process to change the unjust situations 

that affect the poor 
 

 

What is systemic change and what does it consist of? 

 

Systemic change is a process that implies a form of systemic thinking.  

This manner of thinking takes into consideration the whole reality and all 

the different parts of a given situation and the relationship between these 

parts.  It studies the whole reality in order to understand the parts.  Thus 

systemic change offers us tools to interpret our experience as we are 

forced to focus on the relationships between the different elements of the 

experience rather than on the content of these elements.  This way of 

thinking prevents us from using unconsciously the same intellectual 

models that are causing the very problem we want to resolve. 

 

Systemic change is a process that favors a structural change in the whole system.  It is a change 

that brings with it a radical transformation of the lives of those excluded from society and does 

this through specific strategies that are required in order to bring about said change. 

 

The spirituality that guides systemic change 

 

For the Vincentian Family the process of systemic change should be sustained by a series of 

values and beliefs contained in the Christian and Vincentian charisma.  In other words, systemic 

change should be oriented toward a vision: a world of greater justice and equity in which the 

most poor are able to take their place in society, a place that corresponds to them. 

 

Vincent’s vision is centered on Jesus Christ, the evangelizer of the poor 

 

 Christ came to give freedom to his people and to free them from slavery to their physical 

and spiritual wounds. 

 The liberation which Christ brings to the poor is the same liberation that Saint Vincent 

spoke about, namely, an integral liberation (a liberation that is both physical and 

spiritual). 

 

Effective strategies for systemic change 

 

We believe that these strategies are very important, in fact indispensable, in order to bring about 

real and profound change in our projects.  For a better understanding of all of this we have 

divided the strategies according to their primary objective and orientation: 

 

Strategies oriented toward the mission (motivation and direction) 

 

 Considers poverty not as the inevitable result of circumstances, but rather as the product 

of unjust situations that can be modified by focusing on actions that are able to break the 

circle of poverty. 



 Design projects, creative strategies, policies and lines of action that flow from our 

mission and Christian and Vincentian values. 

 Evangelize and inculturate these values and the Vincentian charisma with great respect 

for the local culture. 

 

Strategies oriented toward people (focused on the poor who are best able to change their 

own situation)  

 

 Listen with attention in order to understand the needs and aspirations of the poor by 

creating an atmosphere of respect and mutual trust that promotes self-esteem. 

 Involve the poor themselves (including women and young people) in every stage of the 

project: identification of the needs, planning, implementation, and evaluation. 

 Educate, capacitate and offer spiritual formation to all the participants in the project. 

 Promote processes of horizontal learning; form other individuals who will promote the 

project and form visionary leaders in the community so that they become servant-leaders 

who are inspired by Vincent de Paul. 

 Build structural models and institutions in which the members of the community can 

identify their resources and needs, make informed decisions and exchange information 

and effective strategies both inside the community and with other communities. 

 Promote commitment to the political process through civic education of individuals and 

the community. 

 Support and respect the mechanisms of solidarity that exist among the members of the 

community. 

 

Strategies oriented toward the task (organization) 

 

 Begin with a serious analysis of the local reality, an analysis that takes as its starting 

point concrete data.  Each project should be planned in light of this analysis. 

 Have a global vision thus one is able to satisfy a series of basic human needs … 

individual and social, spiritual and physical, especially work, providing health care, 

housing, education, spiritual growth … with a focus that takes into consideration 

prevention and sustainable development. 

 Implement coherent strategies, beginning modestly, delegating tasks and responsibilities 

and thus providing quality services that are respectful of the dignity of the person. 

 Systematize, institutionalize and evaluate the project and its accomplishments, describing 

observable indicators and obtained results. 

 Make the project self-sustainable and guarantee material and human resources in order to 

assure the continuity of the project. 

 Be transparent; invite all participants to provide input during the budget process and 

dialogue on the financial reports of the project.  Maintain strict control with regard to the 

management of money. 

 

Strategies oriented toward participation and solidarity (co-responsibility, networking and 

political action) 

 

 Promote social co-responsibility and networking, thus creating an awareness on all levels 

(local, national, international) in order to change the unjust situations that affect the lives 

of the poor. 



 Create a shared vision with the various participants and those involved in the decision 

making process: poor communities, interested individuals, donors, churches, government 

officials, private sector, unions, media, international networks and organizations. 

 Through political action struggle with the objective of transforming unjust situations and 

having a positive impact on social policy and laws. 

 Have a prophetic attitude: announce and denounce and make a commitment through 

networking or exerting pressure in order to achieve some change. 

 

Criteria the Systemic Change projects should follow: 

 

Not all the projects involve Systemic Change. There are some useful and necessary projects that 

give immediate solutions and solve specific needs. These projects are positive but enter into the 

category of justified assistance. However, the projects oriented to Systemic Change should have 

the following characteristics:  

 

1. Participation  
No project can create radical change without the participation of the poor.   

 

2. Social Impact 
Collaboration is necessary in order to obtain long-term social impact and this impact can only be 

obtained there the intervention of different systems that interact with one another in order to 

resolve a determined problem. 

 

3. Sustainability 
The project helps create the social structures that are needed for a permanent change in the lives 

of the poor and thus prevents them from falling into the vicious circle of poverty.  Projects of 

systemic change ought to continue with their own proper financial dynamic. 

 

4. Multiplier effect 
The project can he adapted to solve similar problems in other places. The philosophy or 

spirituality that grounds the project, the strategies it employs and the techniques it uses can be 

applied in a variety of circumstances.  

 

5. Innovation:  

The project has brought about significant social change by transforming traditional practice. 

Transformation has been achieved through the development of a pattern-changing idea and its 

successful implementation.  

 

6. Co-responsibility and networking:  

In order for a project to produce real change in the lives of those excluded it is necessary that 

others also make a commitment to our vision and thus bring about interaction among various 

systems in order to accomplish a common objective.  At different times this will involve entities 

on a governmental levels, ecclesial levels, etc. 

 

“The process of systemic changes motivates us to learn 

to see the world in a different way” 


