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U
rbanisaion is reshaping

human selemens a an

unprecedened pace, cre-

ang a complex inerplay o iden-

es, culural pracces, resources,

and values wihin urban spaces.

As India progresses owards be-

coming a developed naon, i is

vial o ensure ha every cizen

enjoys a dignied lie amids his

ransormaon. Currenly, Indian

cies are under remendous pres-

sure o accommodae he growing

demands o he urban populaon.

Addressing he challenge o re-

sources scarciy is crical, especial-

ly as housing shorages inensiy. In

2018, India aced a housing deci

o 29 million unis, according o

he Indian Council or Research on

Inernaonal Economic Relaons

(Roy & ML, 2020). Thus, housing

emerges as a crucial ocus area or

his decade, andhowwe ackle his

crisis will shape he uure o our

urban environmens.

Urbanplanningand sustainable
cies

Cies are complex ecosysems

where acors like resource avail-

abiliy, wase managemen, and

inrasrucural connecviy inu-

ence growh.While urbanplanning

mus ake hese ino accoun, i

is essenial o posiion housing

a he cener o he urban sys-

em. Housing connecs various

secors—rom inrasrucure o

social well-being—and serves as

he oundaon or inclusive urban

developmen. As migraon o ci-

ies coninues o rise, he srain

on housing markes is mounng,

leading o subsandard housing

condiions ha increase vulner-

abilies. Inadequae housing ex-

poses residens o healh risks and

exreme weaher, and diminishes

he overall qualiy o lie. Access o

aordable and adequae housing

is no only a basic need, bu also

a social righ ha indicaes how

inclusive and equiable a ciy is.

Marginalised communies resid-

ing in urban areas usually bear he

major bruno social and economic

inequalies, which are ofen re-

eced in sark housing disparies

(gaed communies and slums).

Towards addressing hese

issues, he Indian governmen

launched hePradhanManri Awas

Yojana Urban (PMAY-U) in 2015,

a scheme aimed a achieving he

goal o ‘housing or all’. The scheme

arges he urban poor andmiddle

class by providing good qualiy, a-

ordable housing, wih a mission

o build 1 crore houses in he nex

5 years. By combining inancial

assisance wih innovave ech-

nologies and building pracices,

PMAY-U aims o creae inclusive

and susainable housing soluons

or Indian cies (Press Inormaon

Bureau, 2024).

The Unied Naions Susain-

able Developmen Goal (SDG) 11

ideniies susainable ciies and

communies as essenal or en-

suring a prosperous uure (Unied

Naons, n.d.). Youhmusbe a he

oreron o his ransormaon,

advocang or equiable, inclusive,

and susainable urban policies.

Their acvismon issues like climae

change is already prompng shifs

oward more susainable urban

developmen pracces.While gov-

ernmen-led urban developmen

sraegies such as he Aal Mission

or Rejuvenaon and Urban Trans-

ormaon (AMRUT) and he Smar

Ciy Mission (SCM) are underway

omodernise urban areas, hey can

be enhanced hrough he acve

engagemen o local communies,

especially he youh. Cies arac
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he youh by oering numerous

employmen opporuniies. The

signican concenraon o youh

in urban areas allows or engag-

ing hem deeply in redesigning

cies. By harnessing he power o

is youh, India can craf soluons

o ransorm is cies ino socially

inclusive hubs o economic and

environmenal prosperiy.

Youth as catalysts for urban
ransormaon

Wih 66%o is oal populaon

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 poenal o his valuable asse

obuild susainable cies. The ech-

savvy youh, wih crical hinking

skills and innovaion poenial,

are well equipped o deal wih

he challenges o urban living and

generae a new wave o susain-

able pracces.

The youh’s poenal o inuence

urban developmen can be urher

srenghened hrough policies and

iniiaives ha oser skill develop-

men and enrepreneurial spiri. The

supporprovided o he youh hrough

iniaves like Sarup India and Aal

InnovaonMission (AIM) has resuled

in social sar-ups which are no jus

businesses, bu can ac as caalyss

or social change, addressing some o

he urgen social and environmenal

challenges in urban areas. Similarly,

he Youh Co:Lab Naonal Innovaon

Dialogue India is an annual agship

even ha showcases and suppors

iniaves aimed a empowering he

youh. I highlighs he imporance o

invesng in youh o help hem lead

and advance he Susainable Devel-

opmen Goals (SDGs) by enhancing

heir leadership, social innovaion,

and enrepreneurship skills. Furher,

programmes like heYouh orGov-

ernance (Y4G) Fellowship –Mysuru

2024, a collaboraion beween

Grassroos Research andAdvocacy

Movemen (GRAAM), Parcipaory

Research in Asia (PRIA), and he

Hanns Seidel Foundaion (HSF)

India, aim o empower Mysuru’s

youh o acively paricipae in

governance (GRAAM India, 2023).

Such programmes can provide

capaciy building or he youh

o conribue o susainable and

inclusive urban developmen. Ad-

diionally, youh involvemen in

communiy developmen projecs

like he SwachhBharaMission and

SCM, as well as in environmenal

conservaion eors under he

Green India Mission, can enable

hem o drive posive change and

creae a more susainable urban

environmen.

To eec ively build skills,

suppor businesses, and drive

economic growh, youh need a

horough undersanding o he

urban landscape and is complex

inerlinkages. As urban challenges

evolve and inensiy, developing

an inegraed undersanding o

he urban ecosysem becomes

increasingly vial. This presens

boh signiican opporuniies

and ormidable challenges or he

youh. Sysems hinking oers a

valuable ramework in his regard,

providing a holisic approach o

grasp he dynamics and inercon-

necons beween various secors.

By applying sysems hinking,

decision-makers can design more

inormed and susainable solu-

ons, considering a rangeo acors

ha impac urban oucomes. This

mehod o problem-solving opens

new possibilies or he youh o

ransorm he ways or creaing

a resilien and susainable urban

environmen.

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

Involving he youh in decision-

making processes is essenal, as

i is hey who will experience he

oucomes o oday’s choices. As an

approach, sysems hinking looks

a sysems holiscally, capuring

inerlinkages and dynamics, and

ideniying eedback loops via

causal loop diagrams, ha enable

us o model and analyse com-

plex sysems. I provides a robus

ramework or he youh o under-

sand and inuence complex urban

sysems, posioning hem as key

players in he susainable develop-

men journey. By idenying he

inerlinkages and eedback loops,

he youh can gain crucial insighs

inohowvarious elemens ourban

ecosysems inerac and evolve

over me. This knowledge would

empower hem o shape decisions,

advocae or impacul soluons,

and conribue o building resilien

and hriving communies.

Core Components of Systems
Thinking

These collecvely oer a com-

prehensive view o how dieren

elemens wihin a sysem inerac

and change over me.

Feedback and Causal Loops

Causal Loops: These are dia-

grams ha presen he cause-

and-eec relaonships wihin a

sysem, illusrang how changes

in one par o a sysem aecs he

ohers. They hus help o visualise

howdieren sysemelemens are

inerconneced andhow hey inu-

ence each oher.

Feedback Loops: These are

diagrammac represenaons o

how he oupu o a sysem inu-

ences is own inpu, creang cycles

o reinorcemen or balance. They
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are o wo ypes: posive eedback

loops (reinorcing) and negaive

eedback loops (balancing).

Posiive Feedback Loops: As

more people move o suburban

areas, demand or new housing

and services here rises. This drives

inrasrucure developmen, which

aracsmore residens, connuing

he cycle o growh. Such loops o-

er an undersanding o how inial

advanages or rends can creae

sel-reinorcing cycles o expan-

sion. By recognising and leveraging

such dynamics, he youh can drive

iniaves ha build on inial suc-

cesses o achieve greaer impac.

Negave Feedback Loops: An

increase in populaon raises he

housing demand, leading o more

consrucon acvies. However,

limied resources iniially slow

down consrucon. As he supply

o resources increases, consruc-

on acceleraes, caching up wih

demand. Due o his, evenually

he marke reaches a balance be-

ween he demand and supply

o houses or he urban popula-

on (CSTEP, 2024). This demon-

sraes how sysems sel-regulae

omainain sabiliy. The youh can

incorporae his undersanding o

manage resources and advocae

or sraegies ha balance growh

wih susainabiliy, prevening

issues like overdevelopmen or

resource depleon.

A sound undersanding o eed-

back and causal loops provides

a holisc view o urban sysems.

Causal loops help omap ou iner-

acons andeecswihin a sysem,

while eedback loops show how

hese ineracons creae cycles o

change. Figure 1 shows a simplied

causal loop diagram o an urban

ecosysem, visually represenng

he key eedback loops and causal

relaonships hadrive hedynam-

ics o urban growh, inrasrucure

developmen, and land use.

By analysing he inerdepen-

den relaonships beween hous-

ing, ranspor, indusry, land use,

and public services, he youh can

gain a holisc view o how changes

in one aspec o he ciy ripple

hrough oher secors, inluenc-

ing everyhing rom economic

developmen o environmenal

susainabiliy. This knowledge

equips hem o acively engage

in urban acvism, advocang or

susainable soluons o pressing

challenges. For insance, youh

can promoe he use o cycles and

public ranspor, push or adopng

alernave building maerial and

echnology choices ha are less

energy-inensive and provide be-

er hermal comor, and become

more responsible wih resource

use, hus seering he cies away

rom unsusainable pracces.

Sysems hinking can empower

he youh o parcipae in climae

change conversaions, enabling

hem o model he impacs o

urban policies on carbon emis-

sions and energy consumpion,

and evenually o push or low-

Figure 1 Simplied causal loop diagram o urban ecosysem dynamics

carbon, climae-resilienpahways.

Through he comprehensive un-

dersanding provided by sysems

hinking, he youh can oser

innovaon, idenying key lever-

age poins wihin urban sysems

where small inervenons can lead

o signican improvemens in he

qualiy o lie and ulmaely help

in achieving susainabiliy. Their

involvemen in parcipaory urban

planning can conribue o he

ormulaon o balanced policies

ha enhance urban inrasruc-

ure, migae rac congeson,

and promoe susainable growh.

Figure 2 illusraes he posiive

role youh can play in an urban

ecosysem.

Challenges and opporunies
in incorporating systems
thinking

There are several challenges

in incorporaing sysems hink-

ing, he rs one being a lack o

awareness among he youh and

he general public abou his ap-

proach. Despie is eecveness

in addressing complex problems,

sysems hinking is relavely un-

known and, hus, underuilised.

Many educaonal sysems do no
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Figure 2: Youh parcipaon in shaping he urban ecosysem

emphasise inerdisciplinary ap-

proaches like sysems hinking,

resulng in limied awareness and

inadequae raining. Sudensmay

lack ineres in pursuing sysems

hinking due o unclear academic

rewards or career opporunies.

So, wihou srong insuonal or

employer suppor, he youh are

less likely o engage wih i.

However, despie hese chal-

lenges, he opporunies or in-

corporang sysems hinking or

deeper youh engagemen and

paricipaive decision-making

processes are signiican. The

knowledge gap can be addressed

by inroducing sysems hinking

ino academic programmes across

disciplines such as pure sciences,

economics, and environmenal

sciences. Programmes/courses in

sysems hinking, such as hose

oered by he Massachuses In-

sue o Technology’s (MIT) Sloan

School oManagemen (MITMan-

agemen Sloan School, n.d.), can

serve as models or oher insu-

ons globally. Furher, shor-erm

raining programmes, ceriica-

ons, and workshops—especially

hrough online learning models

like massive open online courses

(MOOC)—can raise awareness and

equip he youh wih he essenal

skills.

Amindse shif owards sysems

hinking can also be osered by

highlighng success sories ousing

i eecvely o address real-world

challenges, and in climae acon

and urban planning. For insance,

he Unied Kingdom (UK) govern-

men employed sysems hinking

o orecas he employmen im-

pacs o various economic policies

(Swanson, 2020), allowing ormore

inormed decision-making. Ad-

dionally, he UK’s use o sysems

hinking or is COVID-19 response

planning showcases is relevance in

ackling pressing global challenges

(George e al., 2023). Governmens

can advance sysems hinking by

adopng i in policy ormulaon,

setng a preceden or educaonal

insuons and inspiring he youh

o explore is poenal.

Collaboraons beween hink

anks and educaonal insuons

presen anoher signican oppor-

uniy o boos sysems hinking

by equipping sudens wih ools,

models, and learning experiences.

These parnerships can creae a

bridge beween academic learning

and praccal policy work, allow-

ing sudens o apply heorecal

knowledge in addressing complex

socieal challenges like climae

change, urban developmen, and

susainable resourcemanagemen.

For example, he Cenre or Sudy

o Science, Technology and Policy

(CSTEP)—a hink ank in India—has

developed he Susainable Aler-

naves Fuures or India (SAFARI)

model (CSTEP, 2020; Kumar e al.,

2021), using sysems hinking and

inegrang he key economic sec-

ors o explore various low-carbon

pahways o suppor India’s ransi-

on o a ne-zero uure. Through

collaboraions wih educaional

insuons, hink anks can oer

sudens hands-on raining on such

models, enabling hem o simulae

and analyse dieren inervenons

and heir impac on he environ-

men.

Conclusion

In oday’s rapidly urbanising

world, cies are a he oreron o

bohopporunies and challenges.

Urban environmens are evolving

ino complex ecosysems where

issues like housing shorages,

inrasrucural pressure, resource

scarciy, and environmenal deg-

radaon are becoming increasingly

inerwined. In India,where urban-

isaon is accelerang, hemanner

in which cies evolve will shape

he qualiy o lie or generaons

o come. This warrans acively

involving he youh—he primary

sakeholders who will inheri he

uure—in oday’s decision-making

process.
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Sysems hinking embodies a

powerul approach or addressing

he urban challenges. By provid-

ing a ramework ha allows or

a deeper undersanding o he

inerconnecedness wihin urban

sysems, and by modelling he

cause-and-eec relaonships ha

deermine urban growh, resource

managemen, and inrasrucure

developmen, i enables a holisc

view o how ciies uncion and

evolve over me. For he youh, in

parcular, i can be a ransorma-

ve ool as hey will live hrough

heoucomeso oday’s urbanpoli-

cies andplanning. Sysems hinking

no only equips hemwih he abil-

iy o analyse hese complex urban

sysems bu also empowers hem

o acvely parcipae in shaping

he soluons.

Using he sysems hinking

ramework/approach, he youh

can advocae or balancing growh

wih environmenal and social

needs, and can inorm and drive

policies ha promoe long-erm

susainabiliy. As cies connue o

growand evolve, i is crucial o em-

power he youhwih he skills and

ools o navigae he complexies

o urban living, while also equip-

ping hem wih a comprehensive

undersanding o he inricacies o

he various elemens o an urban

sysem, so ha hey can play an

acve role in reshaping he urban

uures o make hem boh inclu-

sive and susainable.

I is eviden ha involving he

youh as key parcipans in gover-

nance is crucial or bringing abou

a ransormaive impac. Given

ha sysems hinking is a powerul

ool or readying he youh o play

his role well, imus be advanced

wihin educaional and policy

rameworks. Themedian age o In-

dia’s populaon is around 28 years,

giving i a signican demographic

advanage,which can be ulised o

oser a susainable and inclusive

uure. A sraegic emphasis on

sysems hinking ha equips and

engages is large youh popula-

on meaningully in parcipave

decision-making and susainable

developmen eors can enable

India o become a global leader in

hese areas.

The auhorswork in he climae

change miigaion eam o he

Climae, Environmen and Sus-

ainabiliy secor a he Cener or

Sudy o Science, Technology and

Policy (CSTEP), a research-based

hink ank.
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