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WHAT IS THIS?

Impacts Explorer
MAP THE RIPPLE EFFECTS OF YOUR ACTIONS:  
HOW PEOPLE ARE AFFECTED AND HOW VALUES ARE IMPACTED 

A structured brainstorming method that helps you explore and 
visualize the full range of consequences that your action or 
creation may generate. Building on the ‘Futures Wheel’ technique, 
it adds a focus on how your actions may promote or undermine key 
values and people’s ability to uphold them. Use the Impacts Explorer 
to consider both direct and indirect, short- and long-term impacts. 

HOW TO USE THE IMPACTS EXPLORER

Start by writing the action or creation you’re considering. Put this at 
the central node.

Then, you can build out the Impacts Explorer in two directions: 
outward or inward. Either or both could be helpful to your thinking.

•	 In-to-Out – Start from your action or creation and map out its 
impacts on people and values. 

•	 Out-to-In – Start from values and trace back to the actions that 
may affect them.  

Each approach can help you see greater possibilities to examine. 
Starting with tangible effects allows you to consider subsequent 
implications. Looking at possible values at play can help reveal 
impacts you hadn’t considered. In both approaches, note the 
connections—the pathways—between actions, tangible effects, and 
values. When examining values, consider widely-held moral values 
(see the core Value Cards in appendix), as well as non-moral values 
that are important to you, to your organization, and to the people that 
are impacted by your actions and creations.

Think broadly and go beyond your initial perception. Go beyond 
the outcomes you expect or desire. The goal is to surface an extensive 
set of possible implications, including unintended or indirect effects.

HOW MIGHT USING THE IMPACT EXPLORER BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Identify how your actions may affect tangible outcomes, and core 
values – and the relationships between them (pathways).

•	 Clarify how specific choices lead to specific consequences, and 
how they align—or conflict—with your intended goals and values. 

•	 Anticipate potential outcomes so you can adapt your plans with 
foresight. 

•	 Spark ideas, deepen your reflections, and expand your 
perspectives as you use the other tools.
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ACTION / CREATION
What you are (considering) 
doing or creating?

EFFECTS
Effects on people  
and society. 

VALUES IMPACTED
How values are promoted or  
degraded by these effects.

SECONDARY EFFECTS
(Potential) effects resulting  
from primary effects.

IMPACTS EXPLORER
Map the ripple effects of your actions — How people are affected and how values are impacted.

IM
PACTS EXPLO
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ACTION / CREATION
What you are (considering) 
doing or creating?

EFFECTS
Effects on people  
and society.

VALUES IMPACTED
How values are promoted or  
degraded by these effects.

SECONDARY EFFECTS
(Potential) effects resulting  
from primary effects.

(Proposed)  
Action

Impact on  
Value

Impact on  
Value

Impact on  
Value

Direct
Effect 

Direct 
Effect

Secondary 
Effect

Impacts Explorer  |  Model of Use 
Here is a model of inputs and connections on the Impacts Explorer structure. 
Effects and impacts may be connected in multiple and non-linear ways.

Secondary 
Effect

Secondary 
Effect
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Impacts Explorer  |  Additional Guidance 

Working In-to-Out helps you explore the effects of your actions—their 
benefits and harms—and consider how these effects impact values, 
and in what ways.

1.	 Map direct consequences of the action/creation: Identify 
its immediate effects (e.g., changes to behavior, physical or 
psychological effects on users, variations in costs and revenues).

2.	 Map indirect consequences: For each direct effect, explore their 
ripple effects. Draw connections to show how these consequences 
relate.

3.	 Reflect on the values that are impacted by these direct and 
indirect effects. What values are reinforced, or undermined, and 
how? Does your action help or hinder people’s ability to uphold 
these values? Consider moral values, as well as non-moral and 
organizational values.

An additional lens: Explore impacts for specific groups.

Instead of exploring the consequences of your work generally, begin 
by identifying the people or groups that are impacted. For each group, 
brainstorm the pathways of impact. This approach highlights how 
consequences vary across different communities, and prepares you 
to assess the extent to which the benefits and harms are distributed 
fairly. (This may be helpful as you complete the Ethics Frame section 
"Who is impacted, and how?")

Start by writing the action or creation you’re considering. Put this at the central node.  
Then, you can build out the impact wheel in two directions: outward or inward. Either or both could be helpful to your thinking. 

Work In-to-Out Work Out-to-In

Working Out-to-In brings values to the forefront. Focus on all or some 
of the values that matter – to you and those affected by your work 
– and see the pathways to respect and promote these values, or the 
ways in which these values could instead be undermined.

1.	 Start with the outside circle: List the values you aim to promote—
and those you fear may be compromised. (Refer to the Value Cards 
for inspiration and guidance.)

2.	 Trace backward: Identify the actions or decisions that influence 
these values. 
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ACTION / CREATION
What you are (considering) 
doing or creating?

EFFECTS
Effects on people  
and society.

VALUES IMPACTED
How values are promoted or  
degraded by these effects.

SECONDARY EFFECTS
(Potential) effects resulting  
from primary effects.

Impacts Explorer  |  Example
Here’s an example of how one might use the Impact Explorer. Imagine you’re part of a social media Trust & Safety product team considering the 
introduction of a crowdsourced content moderation system for misinformation, based on community voting1. At this point in time, team 
members have identified some of the system’s likely consequences. The Impact Explorer then helps them examine second-order effects and pinpoint 
where and how outcomes or impacts might come into tension.

Crowd-sourced content 
moderation for misinformation, 
with community voting

Discourages 
reshares

Dampens 
virality

Less people 
get exposed to 
misinformation

Reaches community 
consensus between 
diverse groups

Only a minority 
gets published

Takes longer  
to be published

It's accurate  
(BENEFIT: promote 
knowledge)

It's considered more 
trustworthy by users TRUST

in platform increases

Promotes ability to 
make informed choices - 
AUTONOMY

BUT

HARM: other 
  misinformation
 remains unaddressed

POSSIBLE HARM:
does not prevent 
misinfo going viral

Uninformed people can 
be manipulated - 
AUTOMONY reduced

1This example is inspired by the real case analyzed in the Stanford ESTI Case Study:  “Debunking Misinformation: best done by 
professional fact-checkers or should users decide?” This example does not intend to show all relevant ethical implications.

Uninformed people can 
be harmed - 
WELL-BEING reduced

Promotes WELL-BEING if 
debunks harmful misinfo.

How do these 
compare? Need
   more research.


