
StrathCEKO – Strathclyde Climate Education 
Kick-Off: A systems thinking approach to 
scalable, peer-to-peer climate education

Motivation
Albert Einstein said that “we will not be able to solve the problems we created with our current patterns of thought.” In the context of climate change and sustainability, these words emphasise the 
role of education and educators in changing the way we think about the world around us and “equipping learners with the skills, attributes and competencies required to safeguard our [highly 
interconnected] social, environmental and economic wellbeing” [2]. Understanding such complex global issues requires a new way of thinking, that considers the many interactions and 
interdependencies that occur within a system and across systems. Furthermore, research has shown that people who score higher on ‘systems thinking’ are consistently more likely to be better 
informed and hence value issues like climate change as personally important and take more effective action on them [3].

What is StrathCEKO?
The Strathclyde Climate Education Kick-Off is the first initiative of its kind in UK HE, which
encourages participants to exercise their ‘systems and critical thinking’ competencies to 
understand the problem (i.e. the cause and effects and interdependencies associated with 
climate change) and explore the range of policy solutions (i.e. the mitigation and implementation 
challenges) required to “keep 1.5 alive” and secure a sustainable future for all. In doing so, 
learners also appreciate the power of ‘systems thinking’ when applied to understanding climate 
change, its causes, impacts and the range of solutions required to avert the climate crisis, in a 
way that is just and equitable.

Research Question
How can we use systems thinking in an educational context to develop in our students a better understanding of the earth system
causes and consequences behind anthropogenic climate change and the interplay between system solutions required for 
effective and urgent climate mitigation? Furthermore, in a resource constrained sector, how can we deliver this in a way that is 
scientifically and academically robust, meaningful, impactful, engaging, collaborative, empowering and scalable?

How does StrathCEKO work?
StrathCEKO does this by distilling the complex language spanning several hundred pages of the 
three main IPCC WG reports focusing on climate change causes, effects and mitigations into 
a more accessible and digestible, gamified and highly interactive learning format consisting of 
two complementary and overlapping workshops. The workshops also convey to learners the 
power of ‘systems thinking’. For example, engaging participants in the collaborative development 
of their own Climate Fesk, closely resembling a causal loop diagram, aids their deeper 
understanding of climate change, its causes, impacts and the range of solutions required to avert 
the climate crisis, and in a way that is just and equitable [5].

See Promotional StrathCEKO Video
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Siwdjx3ag0qT-nb3BAmOKmMGP7Xh9LBn/view

Once we see the relationship between stocks, flows, feedbacks, structure and behavior, we can begin to understand how 
systems work, what makes them produce poor results and how to shift them into better behavior patterns [1]. In the context 

of climate change and action, systems thinking will help us understand the root causes, the feedbacks, earth system 
behavior, and the range of solutions and opportunities we can choose from to mitigate, manage and adapt.

More informed activism means more effective activism. Addressing climate change will need education to change. 

Climate system thinkers can play a critical role in taking effective climate action!

Workshop 1: The 
Problem

Guided by a trained facilitator, 
participants are tasked with 

constructing a causal loop diagram 
(i.e. their ‘climate fresk’ of the 

climate system) using 42 highly 
informative ‘cause and 

consequence’ cards, and in so 
doing gaining a detailed insight into 

the science of climate change, 
including human causes, key earth 
system behaviours and responses, 
feedback loops and ‘tipping points’ 
leading to runaway climate effects 

and impacts. 

Workshop 2: The Solutions
This workshop takes the form of an 

emergency UNFCCC climate 
negotiations summit, and tasks 

participants, sorted into designated 
stakeholder groups - from developing 
countries and climate hawks to oil and 

gas companies and green energy 
companies - to recommend different 
policy interventions that may help us 

change behaviors on a global scale and 
limit warming to 2 oC with efforts to limit 
to 1.5 oC. Participants/stakeholders  can 

interrogate these ‘solutions’ using the 
ENROADS climate (system dynamics) 

simulator to consider the inter-
relationships that exist between social 
equity, economics and environment in 

the pursuit of these climate targets. 

- Systems Thinking Climate Workshops

Background
One approach being taken at the University of Strathclyde is through our Strathclyde Climate Education Kick-Off or StrathCEKO. 
This approach demonstrates how universities can effectively engage with third parties including NGOs and think tanks to capitalize 
on their expertise and resourcefulness to deliver academically robust and highly engaging climate education toolkits. This resulted in 
an alliance being formed between Strathclyde, French-based NGO Climate Fresk, US-based think tank Climate Interactive (spun-out 
of MIT Sloan’s Systems Dynamics group) and UK-based NGO Youth-Climate Action Network to support the delivery of these 
workshops and facilitator training for both staff and students.
The project addresses well-acknowledged barriers to implementing and mainstreaming climate education, such as lack of staff 
resource and knowledge, or financial support. It does this by following a peer-to-peer, train-the-trainer, multiplier model to quickly 
scale-up this Climate Education both inside the University and across the local community through student and staff outreach. Since 
the first workshop in August ’21, an amazing total of 650 participants have already benefitted from StrathCEKO workshops. 
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What is a System?
It is a set of things – people, cells, molecules, earth systems or whatever – interconnected in 
such a way that they produce their own, often emergent, pattern of behavior over time [1].

What is Systems Thinking?
It involves looking at the whole system picture as a set of connected parts forming a complex 
whole, greater than the sum of its parts, and understanding complex dynamics and 
interdependencies and how the interplay between these parts effects the system behaviour.

Systems Thinking and Climate Education
Systems thinkers can see the world as a collection of stocks (e.g. GHG) along with mechanisms 
for regulating the levels in these stocks that enable the manipulation of flows in the system (e.g. 
policies, human behavior, technology, etc.) [1]. This means they see and think of the world as a 
collection of “feedback processes” that if balanced can keep us in a safe state of equilibrium, but 
if not, WILL accelerate us towards climate ‘tipping points’ that result in runaway climate effects.

Causal Loop Diagrams
Climate Interactive define causal loop diagrams as “a technique for mapping out how the 
different pieces of a system interact. Drawing a causal diagram by yourself or with a group can 
help to clarify how a system works, so that you might be better able to work within or change it.”


