
A systems approach 
to community



“All problems result

from the mismatch between 

how real systems work and 

how we think they work”  
Derek Cabrera

Derek Cabrera (PhD, Cornell) is a systems scientist, Professor, and social entrepreneur and is 
internationally known for his work in systems thinking, systems leadership, and systems modeling. 



Community problems 
result from 
ineffective systems 

too often grounded in 
belief 

instead of the 
empirical reality of 
complex networks



What we see depends on our perspective



Yet -- all is one 
complex 
interdependent 
whole, 

nothing succeeds 
without the other



Community is

the core 
developer 

of what is the 

source of all 
wealth

“Human Capital”



The
“Human Capital” 
of a society
determines its 
maximum 
potential



“Human Capital” 
is the
actual health 
and
learning achieved 
by the potential 
workforce



1990

2016

Human Capital production 
---our source of strength ---

is failing!



We need to improve healthcare and education



The core problem lies in the community



We all want 
community health 
for ourselves and family

Environmental, social, and economic resources 
to sustain emotional and physical wellbeing 
among people in ways that advance their 
aspirations and satisfy their needs in their 
unique environment. (World Health 
Organization)



Achieving it requires
fundamental knowledge 
about ourselves 

and the universe we live in.



Improving 
community 
begins with 
seeing 
relationship 
as the 
foundation of 
everything



The dominant feature of the universe is connecting relationships



The fabric of 
space and time, 

the foundation 
of reality

is best 
understood as a 

network



Every system 
emerging from the 
fabric of space and 
time

has the same 
organizational 
principles

Everything exists in 
relationship to 
everything else 

Human Networks (community)

Bio-social networks

Biological networks

Organic networks

Inorganic networks

Sub-atomic particles

Fabric of Space



We start our 
lives depending 
on others



We live depending on others



Others make our 
later years 
enjoyable



Our relationships are 
the heart and soul 
of who we are. 



We are born 
from 
relationships



Relationship 
keep us safe 



Family 
relationship is 
the first place 
we belong



Relationship 
is the 
foundation of 
learning



Relationship is 
the foundation 
of health



Relationship gets us 
through adversity



Friends keep 
us connected



Isolated and alone

We never develop true 
strength and competency



Relationships --
Good and Bad

Guide our choices --
Good and Bad



Our relationships 

and  

how we connect

is the foundation

of true strength



Individuals grow 
resilient and strong 
through a network 

of productive 
relationships



Individual strength 
and resilience 
is grown and rooted 
in community



A community is a complex 
adaptive network of 
relationships connecting 
people, things and ideas. 



Relationships are  
critical for 
community health



A robust community
is highly interconnected.

A healthy community has
resilience and redundancy



Poverty limits supportive
connection
and grows destructive connection
increasing the risk of 
community network collapse.





U.S.A.

15% of children born in 
bottom economic half make it 
to top quartile of education

A child born in 1980 has 40% 
chance of doing better 
economically than parents

From Economic Mobility across Generations around
the World --- World Bank Group 2018





Failures can 
cascade to 
adjacent 
healthy 
systems



An example from medicine leading to death



High stress 
gradients 
across 
network 
increase 
likelihood of 
weak link 
failure



Community behavior
emerges from the 

nature of relationships
and the actions of 

individuals

Individual behavior 
emerges from the 

nature of 
surrounding 
relationships

and the actions of 
community.



The path that 
grows success

We begin by changing our perspective



We must restore the community life cycle

Healthy Community

Human Capital

Healthy 
Competent
People

All Human Value

Financial

Physical

Social

Intangible

…

Grows

Direct investment in people 
plants seeds for the future 



Life is like a garden. 

Nourishing 

our growth

and 

being nourished by 

our growth



Problems and success
grow from the soil of community.



One community Integration Service HUB

• Distributed self-organizing network

• Driven by alignment of outcomes

• Loose coupling to preserve freedom to succeed.

• Adapts with the problem.

• Builds and extends existing HUB structures (e.g. pathway)

• Interdisciplinary accountability



Platform started with Healthcare but now supports 
outcome-based alignment of all community systems

Healthcare

Food

SafetyNeighborhood

Education

Economic Transportation

Language
Housing

Social Integration

Family

Community 
Integration 

Service

Behavioral

Loose coupling **



INI
Define Desired Outcome

Contributing 
outcome

Contributing 
outcome

Contributing 
outcome

Contributing 
outcome

Provider

Provider

Provider

CHW 

Delegate

Provider

Delegate

Dynamics and 
Performance

Network
Referral

Update
Decision 
support

Distributed 
Care Plan



Internal technical 
measures drive 
research and 
learning 

Every community 
participates in 
interventional 
research



Individual network dynamics and performance 
used to optimize community network behavior

Analysis of dynamics 
and performance

Reprogram network 
behavior



We have examples to guide us

• Ken Shapiro– Director of Whole Person Care 

• Marin County, California

• Community Care Integration using ACT technology

• 33% reduction in chronic homelessness produced
• 36% reduction in Emergency Room Visits
• 44% reduction in Inpatient hospitalization
• 30% Reductions in police interactions, arrests, and 911 

calls/ambulance transports

• IN TWO YEARS!



Neighborhood 
approach has 

succeeded



Identify 
neighborhoods



Reduction in 
bed-days



Reduction in 
hospitalization 

rate



The heart of every community is the neighborhood

• Jim Seymour

• Catholic Community Services – Fostering Hope 
Initiative


