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SST 45 – Intervention as Constraint Modification 
 
  

 
 
 
A reservoir supplies water to a large town. Thousands of litres of water flow through pipes every 
minute to homes, businesses, schools, and hospitals. The flow is powered by gravity and supported 
by an extensive network of infrastructure. 

One day an operator turns a valve by a small amount. The effort required is minimal. Yet the 
consequences may be substantial. Water flow to an entire district can increase, decrease, or stop 
altogether. 

The operator has not created the water, the pipes, or the energy driving the flow. Instead, the operator 
has modified a constraint that regulates an existing process. 

Many social interventions operate in a similar way. Small changes to rules, incentives, 
communication systems, or organisational structures can sometimes influence the behaviour of 
large numbers of people. Understanding how this occurs is central to effective intervention. 
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Formal Description 
Social systems consist of interacting agents operating within networks of constraints. These 
constraints influence which actions are possible, difficult, encouraged, discouraged, or prohibited. 

Intervention influences behaviour primarily through the modification of constraints. Rather than 
attempting to control outcomes directly, interventions alter the circumstances, conditions, or 
constraints that shape behaviour. 

Changes to constraints may alter patterns of interaction, information flow, resource distribution, 
incentives, decision-making processes, or other factors influencing system behaviour. Behavioural 
changes may then contribute to changes in system outcomes. 

Not all constraints exert the same influence. Some affect only a small number of processes, while 
others regulate much larger flows of matter, energy, or information within the wider causal network. 
Consequently, interventions directed at different constraints may produce very different effects. 

This phenomenon is known as leverage. Leverage occurs when a relatively small intervention 
modifies a constraint that regulates larger flows within the system. Effective intervention therefore 
depends not only upon action but upon identifying influential opportunities for constraint 
modification. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
Many people think of intervention as directly changing behaviour or outcomes. In practice, this is 
often difficult. 

Consider a school attempting to improve student performance. Teachers cannot simply command 
better results. Instead, they may modify timetables, teaching methods, incentives, communication 
processes, or support systems. These changes alter the conditions under which students learn. 
Improved outcomes, if they occur, arise through the resulting changes in behaviour. 

The same principle applies in organisations, communities, economies, and governments. 
Interventions rarely create outcomes directly. Instead, they influence the constraints that shape 
behaviour. 

Some constraints are more influential than others. A small change to an important constraint may 
produce larger effects than a much greater effort directed elsewhere. Effective intervention therefore 
depends upon understanding which constraints regulate significant processes within the wider 
system. 
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Example 1 – Reservoir Control 
A small movement of a valve may significantly alter water flow through a pipeline. The intervention 
does not create the flow. It modifies a constraint regulating an existing process. 

Example 2 – Organisational Communication 
An organisation introduces a new communication system. The intervention changes information 
flows between teams. Improved coordination results not from direct control of behaviour but from 
modifying the conditions under which communication occurs. 

Example 3 – Public Policy 
A government changes tax incentives to encourage investment in renewable energy. The policy does 
not directly create investment decisions. Instead, it modifies constraints influencing how 
organisations and individuals allocate resources. 
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Provenance and Links 
This module builds directly upon: 

• Constraint Analysis 
• Social Constraint Spaces 
• The Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle 
• Social Systems Diagnostics 

Related thinkers include: 

• Donella Meadows (Leverage) 
• Stafford Beer (Systems Regulation) 
• Margaret Archer (Morphogenesis and Agency) 
• Herbert Simon (Bounded Rationality) 

 
Practical Exercise 
Think of a social system that you know well. 

1. Identify a behaviour that you would like to change. 

2. Identify at least three constraints that may be influencing that behaviour. 

3. Which of these constraints appears most influential? 

4. What intervention might modify that constraint? 

5. How might the resulting behavioural changes influence outcomes? 

Reflect on whether your proposed intervention acts directly on behaviour or indirectly through the 
modification of constraints. 

 


