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Praise for
~ Seeing the Forest for
the Tiees

WW tame the most difficult and complex
intellectual ideas, and to apply them to real situations in a language which
is both down to earth and stimulating.”

Peter Brown, Vice President Human Resources, Astra Zeneca

“If you are struggling with information overload, the paralysis of analysis;
trying to tame the complexity of the busyness of business; or simply keen on
finding ways to make better decisions, this is the book for you. Dennis
Sherwood does a masterful job in providing a dynamic guidebook filled with
how-tos, practical tools, and insightful techniques to enrich your future
strategy, teamwork, and growth initiatives.”

Patrick |. McKenna, Partner, Edge International, and co-author of
First Among Equals, Beyond Knowing, and Herding Cats

“Dennis Sherwood offers a pragmatic view of a complex subject, rich in
practical examples you can relate to. Essential reading for all managers.”
Tim Cooper-Jones OBE, European NPI Project Director, Unilever

“This is a valuable guide for those who are currently trapped in a linear
thinking mode. Dennis Sherwood demonstrates how systems thinking helps
to break down complexity, and how individual actions affect others in a
causal fashion. This book is full of real-life examples of how to use systems
thinking in our day-to-day lives.”

Andrew Yue, Director, Credit Suisse First Boston



“Dennis Sherwood’s use of Gaia Theory to illustrate the value of systems
thinking is well done, truly capturing its essence.”
James Lovelock, author, independent scientist, and originator of
Gaia Theory

“If you've been looking for a book that will improve your understanding of
systems thinking, you'll find Seeing the Forest for the Trees as the answer to
your quest. It provides a wonderful overview of the field of systems thinking.
But more than that, it uses thoughtful, realistic examples to build the
reader’s understanding of not only when a more systemic solution is
possible, but how to uncover that solution.”

Chris Soderquist, Pontifex Consulting

“This book will bring systems thinking into your business life, making
problems—which seem impossible —possible, and in so doing, helping you
understand and drive your business more effectively than ever before.”
Cary Adams, Distribution Director, Business Banking, Lloyds TSB Bank

“This technique of systems thinking is enormously useful to public policy
makers, who need to unpack very complex problems and identify the key
strategic levers government can use to address them.”

Janet Evans, Head of Libraries Division, Department of Culture,
Media and Sport, UK Government

“The age of ‘Keep It Simple, Stupid’ is over, as business people wake up to
the complexity and contradictions of the world they operate in. Dennis
Sherwood’s clear and patient handbook shows business people how to Keep
It Complex and retain their sanity. Step by step, Seeing the Forest for the
Trees tells us how to translate hitherto difficult ideas into potent
management tools for change. Dennis Sherwood’s infectious enthusiasm
transforms tough ideas into practical possibilities.”

Peter Day, presenter of In Business on BBC Radio 4 and Global Business on
BBC World Service



“I managed technology for more than twenty years and thought I knew every-
thing about building effective business systems, until Dennis Sherwood intro-
duced me to systems thinking— it was like finding the missing pieces of all
my jigsaws stacked neatly in a pile. Systems thinking is a no-brainer decision
for the 21st century. Without it your business will never really fulfil its poten-
tial. Worse, you may even lose what you have now—without ever knowing
what went wrong. The question is not so much ‘Why should we use systems
thinking now?’ It is more like ‘Why the hell didn’t we apply it sooner?”
Colin Beveridge, IT director, author and visionary

“IT systems analysis and design is all about breaking problems down into
smaller and smaller pieces until you are able to tackle them with simple
programming instructions. But all I'T professionals will recognise a common
problem: when you build all the pieces back up into a system, it doesn’t do
what you wanted. This book gives a set of useful techniques on how to look
at the problem as a whole and hopefully to avoid some of the unpleasant
surprises. It doesn’t replace the traditional analysis techniques—but
introduces a new (and fun) one to the armoury.”

Ruth Crook, Egg Bank

“For me, Dennis’s enthusiasm and clarity of writing brings systems thinking
to life. He makes this important business concept both simple to understand
and exciting to learn.”

Paul Smith, Group Managing Director, Accord ple

“One of the most precious skills that a communicator can have is the ability
to convey complex ideas in a clear and readable way. Dennis Sherwood has
this rare talent in abundance. To understand complex problems, we need to
make them simple. The danger, however, is that we will over-simplify them
and miss out crucial details. This book is about systems dynamics thinking
... With clear explanations throughout, Dennis Sherwood demonstrates the
value of this powerful thinking tool.”
Rob Eastaway, creativity guru, author of What's a Googly? and co-author of
Why Do Buses Come in Threes? and How Long Is a Piece of String?



“Good organisations only flourish when their people give their best. It is
Dennis Sherwood’s gift and achievement to show how effective systems
thinking can help realise this happy state. He has a clarity of thinking and
ease of communication which will enable managers and leaders to make
sense of the complexities of their organisations and see the way ahead. In
short, he really does help you see the wood/forest for the trees. This is an
excellent book.”

Tony Little, Headmaster Oakham School (1996-2002), Eton College (2002-)

“Dennis Sherwood develops the seminal insights of Jay Forrester and
Ludwig von Bertalanffy into powerful practical tools for analysing and
influencing the complex systems around us. The usefulness of his approach
goes well beyond the world of business into that of government
management and public policy making more generally.”

Mark Allen, Deputy Director, Policy Development and Review Department,
International Monetary Fund

“Dennis captures the very essence of why systems thinking is so relevant to
management today. No one else [ know has Dennis’s unique ability to bring
simplicity and clarity to what were, at first sight, impossibly complex
situations. This book is essential reading to anyone wishing to understand
the underlying drivers and dynamics of business models.”

Henry Kenyon, Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers

“This highly readable, practical guide to systems thinking makes it possible
for the layman and the manager to make better sense of the world around
them, to find leverage points where a small amount of effort can make a big
impact, and to gain insights into why putting something right often has
unforeseen knock-on effects, both good and bad.”

Mark Batten, Managing Director, makingbreakthroughs



“Seeing the Forest for the Trees is crammed full of vivid case studies,
practical examples, much food for thought—and some lively humour too!”
Vikas Agarwal, Quality Manager, Honda Motor Company, India

“The application of systems thinking to business, which Dennis Sherwood
describes so well in this book, offers beleaguered managers a rare
combination. It gives new insights into complex management issues whilst
also introducing practical tools to help managers to make wise decisions.
Every manager will be able to find practical applications in their own
business for the principles and techniques described here.”

Peter Cox, Managing Director, OMLX Exchange

“Dennis Sherwood addresses complex issues in a way that is easy to
understand, and more importantly, easy to apply and execute —assuming
you can match his enthusiasm and energy!”

Phil Bulley, former IS and transformation director,

Yorkshire Electricity Group plc
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Foreword

John Speed, Director, The European Court of Auditors

An alternative subtitle to this book might be “The application of rigorous
common sense to strategic and policy-focused thinking for organizations.”
Because what Dennis Sherwood shows in a convincing and entertaining way
is that by supporting common sense with the rigorous and structured tech-
niques of causal loop diagrams and systems thinking, it is possible to address
complex strategic issues in a manageable and understandable way.

Right at the beginning of the book Dennis points out the fundamental
importance of taking a holistic view when addressing business and organiza-
tional problems. This rings true for managers in both business and public-
sector organizations. As a manager in an institution of the European Union, I
recognized immediately the validity of the approach to my own organization,
which has a relatively decentralized structure and somewhat diffuse overall
goals, and where the various sectors of the organization have their own vision
of what is important and what are their priorities. In these circumstances there
is a structural tendency to ignore the whole view. As we now, faced with
enlargement, try to focus on the key goals for the whole institution, it is obvi-
ous—it’s common sense again! —that we must take a holistic approach. Sys-
tems thinking and causal loop diagrams can be powerful tools for focusing on
what is really important: seeing the forest for the trees.

I think that one of the most important messages in the book is indeed that
systems thinking is about what, with hindsight, seems obvious. The paradox is
that as one works through the causal loop diagrams, it takes time to determine
what afterwards seems obvious! As Dennis points out, thinking through the
links, the dangles, how to express the elements to include in the diagram,
whether the causality effect is the “same” or “opposite” can make the brain
hurt and the wastepaper basket fill up with diagrams that don’t quite describe
the situation. This is where the rigor has to be combined with the common
sense; and, indeed, with a profound knowledge of the system being described.
So a turther valuable by-product of the approach is that one has to spend time
making sure that one really does understand the business correctly.
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Dennis has set out to show that the ideas in the book do not just apply to
business organizations and business decisions. In Chapter 10 he does this by
applying the techniques to a major issue of public policy, that of global warm-
ing. Global warming is a high-level public policy issue and it makes a most
interesting and readable example. But for the purpose of showing the appli-
cability Dennis could equally have chosen a more mundane strategic ques-
tion facing a non-commercial organization, whether in the public sector or
non-governmental. Wherever an organization has targets, and constraints,
and complex interrelationships between the various elements that affect its
performance, it is possible to apply systems thinking and draw causal loop dia-
grams. They may be more difficult—there are perhaps more “fuzzy variables”
and fewer easily quantified ones such as profits or returns to investors—but
they can still be used to great benefit.

Chapter 9, “Decisions, teamwork, and leadership,” stressing the impor-
tance of understanding the different mental models that exist in an organiza-
tion in order for effective teamworking to occur, is particularly relevant in
public-sector organizations. In the admittedly specific environment of the
European Union institutions this is especially important in light of the differ-
ent backgrounds and cultures of the organizations’ staff members. Even in a
specialist institution such as ours (the Court of Auditors) where we are all sup-
posed to be auditors, the traditions of audit across the Member States are very
different, and combining them into one organization with a single culture so
that the “telephone directory test” can work is a long task.

This is a useful and thought-provoking book, in that it makes managers
want to get out their pens and paper and start trying to draw causal loop dia-
grams to analyze strategic issues for their own organizations. The way to do
this is, of course, to get round a table and put brains together with a flipchart.
Even better, invite Dennis to come round to help stimulate the process!
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Prologue:
What is systems thinking?

Systems thinking is a big idea

This book is about systems thinking. Systems thinking is a big idea—the idea
that you really can understand and tame the complexity of the real world.
This complexity cannot be wished away, but if you look at the world in the
right way, and have the confidence to embrace complexity rather than being
cowed by it, it can indeed be tamed.

The essence of systems thinking is that the complexity of the real world
can best be tamed by seeing things in the round, as a whole. Only by taking
a broad view can we avoid the twin dangers of a silo mentality—in which a fix
“here” simply shifts the problem to “there” —and organizational myopia—in
which a fix “now” gives rise to a much bigger problem to fix “later.” Taking a
broad view, however, is not at the expense of missing the detail; much of busi-
ness is of course about paying attention to those all-important details. Nor is
it a question of broad brush versus detail; rather, it is one of taking a broad
view in the context of the right detail, of truly—as the title of this book sug-
gests—seeing the forest for the trees.

The prize you get from doing this is better, more robust, and wiser deci-
sions. Decisions that are better because they have been taken by considering
the problem in the round, in all its complexity; decisions that are more robust
because they have been taken in the full understanding of their consequences,
so that you will not be surprised by unforeseen circumstances; decisions that
are wiser, because they stand the toughest test there is, the test of time. And
whether you are in a commercial organization or a notfor-profit one, better
decisions must mean better business, in the widest sense of the term.

To win the prize, you have to do two things:

> Be willing to tackle complexity head on.
> Be confident in using the systems thinking toolkit, enabling you to under-
stand, describe, examine, and explore the complexity of the real world.



