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All possible interventions
Evidence of cost-effectiveness

Evidence of effectiveness

The dangerous olive of evidence…

Source: Swinburn et al, Lancet 2011

Evidence base

Public/media/political discourse

Political mandate

bit.ly/ComplexityViewpoint
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Source: Allender et al PLOS ONE 2015

A Community Based Systems Diagram of Obesity Causes

Source: Friel et al PLOS ONE 2017

Using systems science to understand the determinants of inequities in healthy eating

Numbers shown refer to the recommended policy actions. For full details refer to the main report.  
Global action plan on physical activity 2018–2030: more active people for a healthier world. 
Geneva: World Health Organization; 2018. Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.
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Penney et al Rapid Review Report 2017: https://www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk/programmes/phr/164901/#/
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2014 Surgeon General’s Report, Fig 2.1. Thanks to Cliff Douglas @cdoug
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Places to Intervene in a System (in increasing order of effectiveness)

12. Constants, parameters, numbers (such as subsidies, taxes, standards)

11. The sizes of buffers and other stabilizing stocks, relative to their flows.

10. The structure of material stocks and flows (such as transport networks, population age structures)

9. The lengths of delays, relative to the rate of system change

8. The strength of negative feedback loops, relative to the impacts they are trying to correct against

7. The gain around driving positive feedback loops

6. The structure of information flows (who does and does not have access to what kinds of information)

5. The rules of the system (such as incentives, punishments, constraints)

4. The power to add, change, evolve, or selforganize system structure

3. The goals of the system

2. The mindset or paradigm out of which the system—its goals, structure,rules, delays, parameters—arises

1. The power to transcend paradigms

Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System, Meadows 1999
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Source: Swinburn et al, Lancet 2011

Evidence base

Public/media/political discourse

Political mandate

Conclusions

• Obesity is a normal response, by normal people, to an abnormal 
environment. Many other important problems echo this.

• The public health evidence base is structurally biased towards short term 
impacts of tightly defined, highly agentic, individual level interventions

• This promotes responses aimed at proximal risk factors, may widen 
inequalities, and ignores the lessons of Geoffrey Rose

• Time dimension is important: 20 year vision, 5 year strategy, 1 year plan

• (Complex) systems approaches can help address some of these problems

• Let’s play chess, not chequers


