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U
rbanisaion is reshaping

human selemens a an

unprecedened pace, cre-

ang a complex inerplay o iden-

es, culural pracces, resources,

and values wihin urban spaces.

As India progresses owards be-

coming a developed naon, i is

vial o ensure ha every cizen

enjoys a dignied lie amids his

ransormaon. Currenly, Indian

cies are under remendous pres-

sure o accommodae he growing

demands o he urban populaon.

Addressing he challenge o re-

sources scarciy is crical, especial-

ly as housing shorages inensiy. In

2018, India aced a housing deci

o 29 million unis, according o

he Indian Council or Research on

Inernaonal Economic Relaons

(Roy & ML, 2020). Thus, housing

emerges as a crucial ocus area or

his decade, andhowwe ackle his

crisis will shape he uure o our

urban environmens.

Urbanplanningand sustainable
cies

Cies are complex ecosysems

where acors like resource avail-

abiliy, wase managemen, and

inrasrucural connecviy inu-

ence growh.While urbanplanning

mus ake hese ino accoun, i

is essenial o posiion housing

a he cener o he urban sys-

em. Housing connecs various

secors—rom inrasrucure o

social well-being—and serves as

he oundaon or inclusive urban

developmen. As migraon o ci-

ies coninues o rise, he srain

on housing markes is mounng,

leading o subsandard housing

condiions ha increase vulner-

abilies. Inadequae housing ex-

poses residens o healh risks and

exreme weaher, and diminishes

he overall qualiy o lie. Access o

aordable and adequae housing

is no only a basic need, bu also

a social righ ha indicaes how

inclusive and equiable a ciy is.

Marginalised communies resid-

ing in urban areas usually bear he

major bruno social and economic

inequalies, which are ofen re-

eced in sark housing disparies

(gaed communies and slums).

Towards addressing hese

issues, he Indian governmen

launched hePradhanManri Awas

Yojana Urban (PMAY-U) in 2015,

a scheme aimed a achieving he

goal o ‘housing or all’. The scheme

arges he urban poor andmiddle

class by providing good qualiy, a-

ordable housing, wih a mission

o build 1 crore houses in he nex

5 years. By combining inancial

assisance wih innovave ech-

nologies and building pracices,

PMAY-U aims o creae inclusive

and susainable housing soluons

or Indian cies (Press Inormaon

Bureau, 2024).

The Unied Naions Susain-

able Developmen Goal (SDG) 11

ideniies susainable ciies and

communies as essenal or en-

suring a prosperous uure (Unied

Naons, n.d.). Youhmusbe a he

oreron o his ransormaon,

advocang or equiable, inclusive,

and susainable urban policies.

Their acvismon issues like climae

change is already prompng shifs

oward more susainable urban

developmen pracces.While gov-

ernmen-led urban developmen

sraegies such as he Aal Mission

or Rejuvenaon and Urban Trans-

ormaon (AMRUT) and he Smar

Ciy Mission (SCM) are underway

omodernise urban areas, hey can

be enhanced hrough he acve

engagemen o local communies,

especially he youh. Cies arac
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he youh by oering numerous

employmen opporuniies. The

signican concenraon o youh

in urban areas allows or engag-

ing hem deeply in redesigning

cies. By harnessing he power o

is youh, India can craf soluons

o ransorm is cies ino socially

inclusive hubs o economic and

environmenal prosperiy.

Youth as catalysts for urban
ransormaon

Wih 66%o is oal populaon

under 35 years o age, India has

one o he larges young popula-

ion in he world oday (Young

Voices, 2023). India can leverage

he poenal o his valuable asse

obuild susainable cies. The ech-

savvy youh, wih crical hinking

skills and innovaion poenial,

are well equipped o deal wih

he challenges o urban living and

generae a new wave o susain-

able pracces.

The youh’s poenal o inuence

urban developmen can be urher

srenghened hrough policies and

iniiaives ha oser skill develop-

men and enrepreneurial spiri. The

supporprovided o he youh hrough

iniaves like Sarup India and Aal

InnovaonMission (AIM) has resuled

in social sar-ups which are no jus

businesses, bu can ac as caalyss

or social change, addressing some o

he urgen social and environmenal

challenges in urban areas. Similarly,

he Youh Co:Lab Naonal Innovaon

Dialogue India is an annual agship

even ha showcases and suppors

iniaves aimed a empowering he

youh. I highlighs he imporance o

invesng in youh o help hem lead

and advance he Susainable Devel-

opmen Goals (SDGs) by enhancing

heir leadership, social innovaion,

and enrepreneurship skills. Furher,

programmes like heYouh orGov-

ernance (Y4G) Fellowship –Mysuru

2024, a collaboraion beween

Grassroos Research andAdvocacy

Movemen (GRAAM), Parcipaory

Research in Asia (PRIA), and he

Hanns Seidel Foundaion (HSF)

India, aim o empower Mysuru’s

youh o acively paricipae in

governance (GRAAM India, 2023).

Such programmes can provide

capaciy building or he youh

o conribue o susainable and

inclusive urban developmen. Ad-

diionally, youh involvemen in

communiy developmen projecs

like he SwachhBharaMission and

SCM, as well as in environmenal

conservaion eors under he

Green India Mission, can enable

hem o drive posive change and

creae a more susainable urban

environmen.

To eec ively build skills,

suppor businesses, and drive

economic growh, youh need a

horough undersanding o he

urban landscape and is complex

inerlinkages. As urban challenges

evolve and inensiy, developing

an inegraed undersanding o

he urban ecosysem becomes

increasingly vial. This presens

boh signiican opporuniies

and ormidable challenges or he

youh. Sysems hinking oers a

valuable ramework in his regard,

providing a holisic approach o

grasp he dynamics and inercon-

necons beween various secors.

By applying sysems hinking,

decision-makers can design more

inormed and susainable solu-

ons, considering a rangeo acors

ha impac urban oucomes. This

mehod o problem-solving opens

new possibilies or he youh o

ransorm he ways or creaing

a resilien and susainable urban

environmen.

Systems thinking as a tool for
youth-driven decision-making

Involving he youh in decision-

making processes is essenal, as

i is hey who will experience he

oucomes o oday’s choices. As an

approach, sysems hinking looks

a sysems holiscally, capuring

inerlinkages and dynamics, and

ideniying eedback loops via

causal loop diagrams, ha enable

us o model and analyse com-

plex sysems. I provides a robus

ramework or he youh o under-

sand and inuence complex urban

sysems, posioning hem as key

players in he susainable develop-

men journey. By idenying he

inerlinkages and eedback loops,

he youh can gain crucial insighs

inohowvarious elemens ourban

ecosysems inerac and evolve

over me. This knowledge would

empower hem o shape decisions,

advocae or impacul soluons,

and conribue o building resilien

and hriving communies.

Core Components of Systems
Thinking

These collecvely oer a com-

prehensive view o how dieren

elemens wihin a sysem inerac

and change over me.

Feedback and Causal Loops

Causal Loops: These are dia-

grams ha presen he cause-

and-eec relaonships wihin a

sysem, illusrang how changes

in one par o a sysem aecs he

ohers. They hus help o visualise

howdieren sysemelemens are

inerconneced andhow hey inu-

ence each oher.

Feedback Loops: These are

diagrammac represenaons o

how he oupu o a sysem inu-

ences is own inpu, creang cycles

o reinorcemen or balance. They
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are o wo ypes: posive eedback

loops (reinorcing) and negaive

eedback loops (balancing).

Posiive Feedback Loops: As

more people move o suburban

areas, demand or new housing

and services here rises. This drives

inrasrucure developmen, which

aracsmore residens, connuing

he cycle o growh. Such loops o-

er an undersanding o how inial

advanages or rends can creae

sel-reinorcing cycles o expan-

sion. By recognising and leveraging

such dynamics, he youh can drive

iniaves ha build on inial suc-

cesses o achieve greaer impac.

Negave Feedback Loops: An

increase in populaon raises he

housing demand, leading o more

consrucon acvies. However,

limied resources iniially slow

down consrucon. As he supply

o resources increases, consruc-

on acceleraes, caching up wih

demand. Due o his, evenually

he marke reaches a balance be-

ween he demand and supply

o houses or he urban popula-

on (CSTEP, 2024). This demon-

sraes how sysems sel-regulae

omainain sabiliy. The youh can

incorporae his undersanding o

manage resources and advocae

or sraegies ha balance growh

wih susainabiliy, prevening

issues like overdevelopmen or

resource depleon.

A sound undersanding o eed-

back and causal loops provides

a holisc view o urban sysems.

Causal loops help omap ou iner-

acons andeecswihin a sysem,

while eedback loops show how

hese ineracons creae cycles o

change. Figure 1 shows a simplied

causal loop diagram o an urban

ecosysem, visually represenng

he key eedback loops and causal

relaonships hadrive hedynam-

ics o urban growh, inrasrucure

developmen, and land use.

By analysing he inerdepen-

den relaonships beween hous-

ing, ranspor, indusry, land use,

and public services, he youh can

gain a holisc view o how changes

in one aspec o he ciy ripple

hrough oher secors, inluenc-

ing everyhing rom economic

developmen o environmenal

susainabiliy. This knowledge

equips hem o acively engage

in urban acvism, advocang or

susainable soluons o pressing

challenges. For insance, youh

can promoe he use o cycles and

public ranspor, push or adopng

alernave building maerial and

echnology choices ha are less

energy-inensive and provide be-

er hermal comor, and become

more responsible wih resource

use, hus seering he cies away

rom unsusainable pracces.

Sysems hinking can empower

he youh o parcipae in climae

change conversaions, enabling

hem o model he impacs o

urban policies on carbon emis-

sions and energy consumpion,

and evenually o push or low-

Figure 1 Simplied causal loop diagram o urban ecosysem dynamics

carbon, climae-resilienpahways.

Through he comprehensive un-

dersanding provided by sysems

hinking, he youh can oser

innovaon, idenying key lever-

age poins wihin urban sysems

where small inervenons can lead

o signican improvemens in he

qualiy o lie and ulmaely help

in achieving susainabiliy. Their

involvemen in parcipaory urban

planning can conribue o he

ormulaon o balanced policies

ha enhance urban inrasruc-

ure, migae rac congeson,

and promoe susainable growh.

Figure 2 illusraes he posiive

role youh can play in an urban

ecosysem.

Challenges and opporunies
in incorporating systems
thinking

There are several challenges

in incorporaing sysems hink-

ing, he rs one being a lack o

awareness among he youh and

he general public abou his ap-

proach. Despie is eecveness

in addressing complex problems,

sysems hinking is relavely un-

known and, hus, underuilised.

Many educaonal sysems do no
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Figure 2: Youh parcipaon in shaping he urban ecosysem

emphasise inerdisciplinary ap-

proaches like sysems hinking,

resulng in limied awareness and

inadequae raining. Sudensmay

lack ineres in pursuing sysems

hinking due o unclear academic

rewards or career opporunies.

So, wihou srong insuonal or

employer suppor, he youh are

less likely o engage wih i.

However, despie hese chal-

lenges, he opporunies or in-

corporang sysems hinking or

deeper youh engagemen and

paricipaive decision-making

processes are signiican. The

knowledge gap can be addressed

by inroducing sysems hinking

ino academic programmes across

disciplines such as pure sciences,

economics, and environmenal

sciences. Programmes/courses in

sysems hinking, such as hose

oered by he Massachuses In-

sue o Technology’s (MIT) Sloan

School oManagemen (MITMan-

agemen Sloan School, n.d.), can

serve as models or oher insu-

ons globally. Furher, shor-erm

raining programmes, ceriica-

ons, and workshops—especially

hrough online learning models

like massive open online courses

(MOOC)—can raise awareness and

equip he youh wih he essenal

skills.

Amindse shif owards sysems

hinking can also be osered by

highlighng success sories ousing

i eecvely o address real-world

challenges, and in climae acon

and urban planning. For insance,

he Unied Kingdom (UK) govern-

men employed sysems hinking

o orecas he employmen im-

pacs o various economic policies

(Swanson, 2020), allowing ormore

inormed decision-making. Ad-

dionally, he UK’s use o sysems

hinking or is COVID-19 response

planning showcases is relevance in

ackling pressing global challenges

(George e al., 2023). Governmens

can advance sysems hinking by

adopng i in policy ormulaon,

setng a preceden or educaonal

insuons and inspiring he youh

o explore is poenal.

Collaboraons beween hink

anks and educaonal insuons

presen anoher signican oppor-

uniy o boos sysems hinking

by equipping sudens wih ools,

models, and learning experiences.

These parnerships can creae a

bridge beween academic learning

and praccal policy work, allow-

ing sudens o apply heorecal

knowledge in addressing complex

socieal challenges like climae

change, urban developmen, and

susainable resourcemanagemen.

For example, he Cenre or Sudy

o Science, Technology and Policy

(CSTEP)—a hink ank in India—has

developed he Susainable Aler-

naves Fuures or India (SAFARI)

model (CSTEP, 2020; Kumar e al.,

2021), using sysems hinking and

inegrang he key economic sec-

ors o explore various low-carbon

pahways o suppor India’s ransi-

on o a ne-zero uure. Through

collaboraions wih educaional

insuons, hink anks can oer

sudens hands-on raining on such

models, enabling hem o simulae

and analyse dieren inervenons

and heir impac on he environ-

men.

Conclusion

In oday’s rapidly urbanising

world, cies are a he oreron o

bohopporunies and challenges.

Urban environmens are evolving

ino complex ecosysems where

issues like housing shorages,

inrasrucural pressure, resource

scarciy, and environmenal deg-

radaon are becoming increasingly

inerwined. In India,where urban-

isaon is accelerang, hemanner

in which cies evolve will shape

he qualiy o lie or generaons

o come. This warrans acively

involving he youh—he primary

sakeholders who will inheri he

uure—in oday’s decision-making

process.
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Sysems hinking embodies a

powerul approach or addressing

he urban challenges. By provid-

ing a ramework ha allows or

a deeper undersanding o he

inerconnecedness wihin urban

sysems, and by modelling he

cause-and-eec relaonships ha

deermine urban growh, resource

managemen, and inrasrucure

developmen, i enables a holisc

view o how ciies uncion and

evolve over me. For he youh, in

parcular, i can be a ransorma-

ve ool as hey will live hrough

heoucomeso oday’s urbanpoli-

cies andplanning. Sysems hinking

no only equips hemwih he abil-

iy o analyse hese complex urban

sysems bu also empowers hem

o acvely parcipae in shaping

he soluons.

Using he sysems hinking

ramework/approach, he youh

can advocae or balancing growh

wih environmenal and social

needs, and can inorm and drive

policies ha promoe long-erm

susainabiliy. As cies connue o

growand evolve, i is crucial o em-

power he youhwih he skills and

ools o navigae he complexies

o urban living, while also equip-

ping hem wih a comprehensive

undersanding o he inricacies o

he various elemens o an urban

sysem, so ha hey can play an

acve role in reshaping he urban

uures o make hem boh inclu-

sive and susainable.

I is eviden ha involving he

youh as key parcipans in gover-

nance is crucial or bringing abou

a ransormaive impac. Given

ha sysems hinking is a powerul

ool or readying he youh o play

his role well, imus be advanced

wihin educaional and policy

rameworks. Themedian age o In-

dia’s populaon is around 28 years,

giving i a signican demographic

advanage,which can be ulised o

oser a susainable and inclusive

uure. A sraegic emphasis on

sysems hinking ha equips and

engages is large youh popula-

on meaningully in parcipave

decision-making and susainable

developmen eors can enable

India o become a global leader in

hese areas.

The auhorswork in he climae

change miigaion eam o he

Climae, Environmen and Sus-

ainabiliy secor a he Cener or

Sudy o Science, Technology and

Policy (CSTEP), a research-based

hink ank.
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