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Systems	thinking	method

Systems	thinking	offers	a	holistic	approach	to	understanding	interconnected	challenges	by	studying	relationships	within	embedded	contexts.	This	perspective	can	untangle	complex	issues	like	sustainability,	inequality,	or	emerging	diseases,	and	inform	effective	decision-making.	As	systems	thinking	gains	traction,	its	fundamental	principles,	dynamic
tools,	and	diverse	applications	across	sectors	are	increasingly	recognized	as	essential	for	problem	solvers	and	changemakers.	By	revealing	hidden	connections	and	patterns,	systems	thinking	empowers	interventions	well-matched	to	our	intricately	networked	world.	This	approach	recognizes	the	interconnected	and	interdependent	nature	of	systems,
shifting	from	linear	to	circular	causality,	and	offers	a	framework	for	seeing	relationships	and	patterns	to	explain	how	systems	function.	Systems	thinking	is	a	powerful	approach	to	understanding	complex	challenges	such	as	sustainability,	urban	decay,	and	organizational	change.	It	involves	identifying	leverage	points	where	minimal	effort	can	have
substantial	impact,	often	requiring	changes	to	parameters,	feedback	loops,	or	paradigm-shifting	transformations.	This	contrasts	with	low-leverage	tweaks	that	may	not	address	the	root	causes	of	issues.	Systems	thinking	acknowledges	that	changing	social	or	ecological	systems	can	have	unintended	consequences,	but	also	recognizes	the	importance	of
mapping	interconnections,	time	delays,	and	human	motivations	to	navigate	reform	more	wisely.	Systems	thinking	allows	policymakers	and	non-profit	organizations	to	consider	the	interconnectedness	of	social,	environmental,	and	economic	outcomes.	By	applying	system	mapping	techniques,	diverse	stakeholders	can	identify	key	relationships	and
anticipate	ripple	effects.	This	holistic	approach	enables	policies	that	address	systemic	issues,	such	as	homelessness,	more	effectively.	Systems	thinking	also	facilitates	collaborative	problem-solving	by	helping	teams	understand	complex	dynamics	and	surface	mental	models.	As	a	result,	organizations	can	develop	targeted	interventions	that	cascade
through	interconnected	subsystems,	leading	to	more	responsible	decision-making.	The	benefits	of	systems	thinking	include	gaining	a	broader	perspective	on	complex	situations,	identifying	high-leverage	interventions,	and	anticipating	long-term	consequences.	By	applying	tools	like	archetypes	and	causal	mapping,	systems	thinkers	can	pinpoint	critical
areas	for	change	and	decode	complex	dynamics	in	understandable	ways.	Conceptual	frameworks	like	stocks	and	flows	provide	clarity	on	structural	forces	driving	issues	like	urban	brain	drain.	Despite	initial	frustrations,	skills	related	to	systems	thinking	gradually	build	with	practice,	allowing	practitioners	to	develop	adept	analysis	capabilities.	Systems
thinkers	develop	expertise	in	quickly	adapting	to	unfamiliar	systems	through	a	holistic	lens.	They	expand	their	skill	set	with	advanced	techniques	like	system	dynamics	modeling	and	group	facilitation,	enabling	them	to	address	complex	situations.	Notable	figures	like	Donella	Meadows	significantly	contribute	to	the	field	through	innovative	applications.
These	mentors	cultivate	strong	systemic	intuition	after	decades	of	internalizing	inter-relational	patterns.	By	shifting	mental	models,	they	unlock	societal	transformation.	Experienced	systems	thinkers	teach	others	systemic	perspectives,	spreading	awareness	across	diverse	communities.	Workshops	on	causal	loop	mapping,	systems	archetypes,
communication	tactics,	and	facilitation	techniques	promote	systems	literacy.	Despite	advances	in	computer	systems	and	software,	mastering	systems	thinking	remains	challenging	due	to	its	comprehensive	approach.	Many	individuals	struggle	to	apply	systems	thinking	effectively,	highlighting	the	need	for	a	structured	methodology.	By	specifying
problems,	constructing	hypotheses,	testing	models,	and	implementing	change,	systems	thinkers	can	successfully	navigate	complex	situations.	A	set	of	assumptions	about	the	world's	workings	forms	the	basis	for	our	models,	which	are	inherently	incomplete	representations	of	reality.	While	some	models	are	more	useful	than	others	in	understanding
reality	better,	there	is	often	an	inclination	to	view	them	as	solely	"answer	generators."	Instead,	a	systems	thinking	perspective	views	models	as	"assumptions	and	theory	testers"	that	help	us	formulate	and	test	our	understanding.	Systems	thinking	plays	a	crucial	role	in	improving	the	quality	of	our	thinking	through	its	seven	critical	skills.	These	skills
are	interdependent	and	unfold	in	a	specific	sequence	when	applied	to	a	systems	thinking	approach.	The	sequence	begins	with	Dynamic	Thinking,	which	enables	you	to	define	the	problem	you	want	to	tackle.	This	is	followed	by	System-as-Cause	Thinking	and	Forest	Thinking,	which	help	determine	what	aspects	of	the	problem	to	include	and	how
detailed	your	representation	should	be.	The	next	three	skills	-	Operational	Thinking,	Closed-Loop	Thinking,	and	Quantitative	Thinking	-	are	vital	for	representing	hypotheses	or	mental	models	that	will	be	tested.	Scientific	Thinking	serves	as	a	final	skill	in	testing	these	models,	each	serving	a	unique	purpose	in	the	systems	thinking	analysis.	By
exploring	and	developing	these	critical	thinking	skills,	you	can	improve	your	systems	thinking	abilities	and	identify	their	"non-systems	thinking"	counterparts.	System-as-Cause	Thinking	is	a	strategic	approach	that	focuses	on	identifying	the	root	causes	of	behavior	within	a	system,	rather	than	blaming	external	factors.	This	mindset	helps	managers	set
clear	boundaries	for	their	models	by	including	only	elements	and	relationships	under	their	control	that	contribute	to	desired	outcomes.	In	contrast,	System-as-Effect	Thinking	views	behavior	as	driven	by	outside	forces,	often	leading	to	over-inclusive	models.	To	develop	System-as-Cause	Thinking,	reframe	"They	did	it"	statements	into	"How	could	we
have	been	responsible?"	This	perspective	encourages	managers	to	examine	how	they	contributed	to	vulnerabilities	exploited	by	uncontrollable	factors.	The	extensive	boundary	defines	what's	included	in	a	model,	while	the	intensive	boundary	determines	its	level	of	detail.	Forest	Thinking	involves	grouping	details	to	gain	an	average	understanding	of
the	system,	rather	than	focusing	on	individual	components.	By	emphasizing	similarities	over	differences,	managers	can	identify	common	characteristics	and	patterns	that	govern	behavior	within	their	organization.	Operational	Thinking	seeks	to	understand	causality	–	how	behavior	is	generated	–	rather	than	merely	listing	influencing	factors.	This
approach	requires	examining	how	each	causal	factor	contributes	to	outcomes,	moving	beyond	mere	correlation	or	list-based	thinking.	Each	factor	"influences"	or	is	"correlated	with"	the	corresponding	result,	but	influence	or	correlation	doesn't	necessarily	mean	causality.	For	instance,	when	analyzing	learning	using	Factors	Thinking,	you	might	come
up	with	a	list	of	factors	without	understanding	their	actual	impact	on	the	process.	In	contrast,	Operational	Thinking	helps	capture	the	essence	of	the	learning	process	by	describing	its	underlying	structure.	To	develop	this	skill,	explore	various	business	activities	and	examine	phenomena	such	as	hiring,	producing,	and	motivating.	Ask	yourself	what's	at
play	in	each	case,	rather	than	just	listing	influences.	Another	crucial	aspect	is	Closed-Loop	Thinking.	This	approach	recognizes	that	causality	often	involves	a	cycle	of	causes	and	effects,	where	the	"effect"	can	drive	changes	to	one	or	more	of	the	"causes,"	which	then	affect	each	other	in	turn.	By	understanding	this	dynamic	interplay,	you	can	identify
how	dominance	among	variables	might	shift	over	time.	Lastly,	Quantitative	Thinking	is	essential	for	making	informed	decisions.	However,	it's	crucial	to	differentiate	between	quantitative	and	measurable	variables.	Measurement	Thinking	often	prioritizes	precise	data	collection,	but	there	are	many	"soft"	or	intangible	factors,	like	motivation	and	self-
esteem,	that	cannot	be	measured	precisely.	Recognizing	this	distinction	allows	you	to	focus	on	the	most	critical	aspects	of	analysis	and	make	more	informed	decisions.	Straight-Line	Thinking	assumes	causality	runs	only	one	way,	where	each	cause	is	independent	of	others.	In	contrast,	Closed-Loop	Thinking	acknowledges	that	causes	interact	with	each
other	and	their	effects	feed	back	to	influence	them.	While	some	variables	like	self-esteem	and	commitment	are	crucial	for	performance,	they	often	get	overlooked	in	analytical	tools	due	to	measurement	difficulties.	However,	these	variables	can	be	quantified	by	assigning	numerical	values.	For	instance,	a	scale	of	0-100	can	represent	commitment,
where	0	means	no	commitment	and	100	represents	maximum	commitment.	To	improve	Quantitative	Thinking	skills,	analyze	past	company	analyses	and	consider	omitted	key	"soft"	variables	like	employee	motivation.	Including	such	variables	in	models	provides	systems	thinking's	power	to	give	them	full-citizen	status,	even	if	measurement	becomes
challenging.	Scientific	Thinking	is	the	final	systems	thinking	skill,	which	involves	acknowledging	that	progress	in	science	relies	on	discarding	falsehoods.	In	contrast,	many	business	models	are	unscientific	yet	remain	revered	as	truth.	Seasoned	systems	thinkers	focus	on	identifying	model	falsehoods	and	communicating	them	to	their	team	or	clients,
rather	than	trying	to	validate	their	models	by	tracking	history.	As	W.	Edwards	Deming	said,	"All	models	are	wrong;	some	models	are	useful."	Systems	thinkers	use	simple,	easy-to-understand	numbers	that	make	sense	relative	to	each	other.	They	also	prioritize	robustness	by	testing	their	models	extensively	and	considering	the	limits	of	their	confidence
in	them.	Triple	your	customer	base	instantly	to	see	how	a	model	performs.	Not	only	will	you	learn	about	its	utility	range	but	also	gain	insight	into	high-leverage	intervention	points.	A	Divide	and	Conquer	Strategy	Systems	thinking	is	both	alluring	and	challenging,	as	Peter	Senge's	The	Fifth	Discipline:	The	Art	&	Practice	of	the	Learning	Organization
demonstrates.	However,	effectively	applying	it	isn't	straightforward.	One	reason	for	this	difficulty	is	that	the	required	thinking	skills	are	numerous	and	differ	from	those	we	typically	use	when	addressing	business	issues	(see	"Traditional	Business	Thinking	vs.	Systems	Thinking	Skills").	By	isolating	and	practicing	the	seven	essential	skills,	you	can
master	them	individually	before	combining	them	in	a	game	situation.	So,	practice	each	skill	separately	.	.	.	then	put	it	all	together!
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