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how to undertake a systematic analysis of
problem situations

TARGET YOUR INFLUENCE—how to look for
areas of ‘leverage’: make small, focused
actions with big results

STIMULATE AND COMMUNICATE INSIGHT—
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NO BLAME, NO ENEMY JUST ACTION—by
identifying the underlying structures which
drive behaviour this book will help you create
a more structured and less conflicting vision of
problems
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‘Then there is an order in the world!
I cried, triumphant.
‘Then there is a bit of order in this poor
head of mine,” William answered.
The Name of the Rose
Umberto Eco



Preface

This book is for managers. This book is for anyone who feels that no
matter how hard we push, ‘the structure’, or ‘the system’, or ‘the
organization’ seems to push back harder; and for those of us who
believe in trying but can see that sheer force is not always enough.
The issues I have tried to address are particularly relevant to the
running of projects within organizations. We try to understand how
certain ‘rational’ behaviours create group dynamics that ripple
throughout the organization. And, hence, how a project leader can
sail his or her way through the firm's currents and tides to reach a
safe harbour.

The book evolved out of numerous workshops, seminars and
interviews with managers from various companies in which we faced
real, nasty, messy business issues. In writing this book, I have tried
to present a few concepts that can—hopefully—help foster insight
in practical situations. It is not an academic work and does not
pretend to either originality or exhaustivity—but to some solid
common sense. The points that I make have, in a way, been dictated
by practice more than by reason. They are the points that emerge,
time and time again, in numerous working sessions and that seem to
make sense to the participants. I believe that we cannot see
something happening unless we already know what to look for.
Columbus went looking for China, and found America instead. But
centuries of sailors thought there was nothing there—so did not
look. Over the years, we have found that too many of our working,

practical problems are linked to the dynamic behaviour of
organizations.

Most of us can deal intuitively with such dynamic behaviours as
vicious cycles or virtuous circles, but often, intuition is not enough. I
have tried to expose some building blocks that can help us deal with
complex, interlinked dynamic situations by presenting them through
examples. What I hope is that people confronted with these
problems can then relate these concepts to their situation—and find
workable solutions. The examples presented here are a patchwork of
stories from the experience of managers I have been privileged to
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work with, from my own experience or from the literature. They
have no other value than being a tool to illustrate some rather
complex mechanisms. What I have attempted here is to show that
we can deal with complexity simply—without being simplistic.

The systems thinking framework is particularly relevant to anyone
involved with organizations, because organizational problems
simply do not fit within simple linear thinking. Organizational
issues are interlinked, dynamic and uncertain—in other words,
complex. Traditional analysis, as in our habit of breaking everything
down to its component parts and then studying the parts, is
invaluable when dealing with machines or small groups, but will
yield very few valuable insights to understand how our modern
organizations behave. Furthermore, many of these organizations
have been designed according to simplistic frameworks that do not
represent reality with enough accuracy to make sensible choices.

As a result, ‘problems’ keep cropping up. Then, true to our
philosophy, we spend a lot of time and effort ‘problem-solving’. If
we are lucky, the pain will go away and we can go back to our ‘real
work’. Unfortunately, this is not enough. For one thing, we usually
attack the symptom rather than the root cause—because we do not
have the intellectual tools to perceive the root cause. Our solutions
are then likely to produce new ‘problems’ in the future rather than
solving the ones we set out to deal with in the first place. In the
meantime, the structural causes to our original concern are still there
so that the problem will reappear for someone else to solve.
Problem-solving is not enough as long as the thinking that created
the problem is still active. The fundamental solutions lie in the way
we design the structures and operational policies of our
organizations. Policies must take into account effects on the
organization as a whole rather than on the ailing operating part.

Systems thinking provides a vocabulary to describe and predict
complex, dynamic mechanisms. What most experienced managers
do anyway and call ‘intuition’ can now be formally used and shared
among management teams in order to control the complex systems
we create, rather than letting them control us. Systems behaviours
can be counter-intuitive, yet they are none the less real. In this book,
I have tried to capture a simple view of these complex

occurrences—and have fun with it. I hope the result is a pleasant
read.
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Introduction

Systems thinking has been around for almost a century, in many
forms and disguises. It has been applied in various fields from
cybernetics and computer sciences on the one hand to sociology and
psychology on the other. S-curves have been used extensively in
business since the 1960s and many economists have integrated
aspects of systems theory in their analyses. Yet, as most fields
increasingly adopt some concepts or techniques that stem from
systems theory, the theory itself is still clouded in a shroud of
esotericism and mystery. In the 1980s, there was a revival of interest
in systems dynamics as a modelling technique for a range of issues,
but yet again it has remained the domain of very highly specialized
guru-type academics or consultants.

‘Systems thinking’ does not really exist as a unified field of research.
It is at the intersection of many scientific disciplines and diversity is
increased by the fact that the very term ‘systems thinking’ has
different meaning for different groups of scientists. In the United
Kingdom, critical systems theory as developed by P. Checkland,
R. Flood, E. Carson and M. Jackson represents more a method-
ology—an approach—than specific theorizing. In the United States,
systems thinking largely gravitates around the MIT and is solidly
anchored in computer modelling (i.e. systems dynamics). This aspect
of systems thinking has been successfully developed by J. Morecroft
at the London Business School and M. Karsky in France. The French
field of systems thinking is more centred on the role of the
individual within the system than on overall systems behaviour.
However, some seminal work has been done by thinkers such as
R. Thom, E. Morin and J. de Rosnay. Within this diversity of works,
I have centred my own understanding of ‘systems thinking’ around
the feedback loop concept. Most of the other ideas should be
represented here but the emphasis remains on representing
structures of behaviour. Nothing in this book is new. The ideas
have been around for a while. The author’s main work and pleasure
has been in the presentation of these concepts from a practical,
workable point of view. The book provides a method, and specific,
simple techniques to use systems thinking in practice. Systems
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thinking is not about solving corporate problems: it is about
thinking.

Thinking is often taken for granted. The very logic of our thought
processes is accepted as a ‘given’, something we cannot change.
However, this ‘logic’ often goes wrong. Things just do not work out
the way we figured they would. When that occurs, no matter how
frequently, we tend to dismiss it and resign ourselves to the sad fact
that ‘accidents happen’ and that the world is far too complex and
weird a place for us to make any sense of it. Systems thinking is a
practical way to challenge our old logic, to change ourselves in the
very way we think and approach the world. It is very practical and
down to earth—sometimes to a surprising extent in a world where
accountants have taught us to think in terms of gross averages,
percentages and balance sheets. This thinking is no less rational than
what we commonly call ‘rationality’. It is certainly more reasonable,
and most people already use it and call it ‘common sense’
Ultimately, what we wish to explore with you in this book is a way
to capture common sense, and to use it in a more formal and
systematic way. And, just like common sense, systems thinking
often flies in the face of ‘conventional wisdom’ but that, of course, is

also the fun of it.
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