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the next day they won’t even touch the

stuff ”). In reality, neither the buyers nor

the suppliers are responsible for the

wide fluctuations in inventory—they

are a natural consequence of the structure

of the system in which the players are

functioning.

The systems thinking worldview

dispels the “us versus them” mentality by

expanding the boundary of our thinking.

Within the framework of systems think-

ing,“us” and “them” are part of the same

system and thus responsible for both the

problems and their solutions.

Learning the Language

Learning systems thinking can be

likened to mastering a foreign language.

In school, we studied a foreign language

by first memorizing the essential vocab-

ulary words and verb conjugations.

Then we began putting together the

pieces into simple sentences. In the lan-

guage of systems thinking, systems dia-

grams such as causal loops can be

thought of as sentences constructed by

linking together key variables and indi-

cating the causal relationships between

them. By stringing together several

loops, we can create a “paragraph” that

tells a coherent story about a particular

problem under study.

If there were a Berlitz guide to sys-

tems thinking, archetypes such as “Fixes
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that Backfire” or “Shifting the Burden”

would be listed as “commonly used

phrases.” They provide a ready-made

library of common structures and

behaviors that can apply to many situa-

tions. Memorizing them can help you

recognize a business situation or prob-

lem that is exhibiting common symp-

toms of a systemic breakdown.

Of course, the key to becoming

more proficient in any language is to

practice—and practice often. When

reading a newspaper article, for exam-

ple, try to “translate” it into a systems

perspective:

• take events reported in the newspaper

and try to trace out an underlying pat-

tern that is at work,

• check whether it fits one of the sys-

tems archetypes, or if it is perhaps a

combination of several archetypes,

• then try to sketch out a causal loop or

two that captures the structure produc-

ing that pattern.

Don’t expect to be fluent in systems

thinking right away. Remember, after

your first few Latin classes, you still

couldn’t read The Odyssey. For that

matter, you probably knew only a few

key phrases and vocabulary words, but

you improved your skills by using it as

often as possible. The same holds true

for systems thinking.

When sitting in a meeting, see if
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you can inform your understanding of a

problem by applying a systems perspec-

tive. Look for key words that suggest

linear thinking is occurring—statements

such as “we need more of the same” or

“that solution worked for us the last

time this happened, why not use it

again?” You can also create low-key

practice sessions by working with a

small team of colleagues to diagram a

particular problem or issue.

Becoming Fluent

We say that someone is fluent in a lan-

guage when they begin to think in that

language and no longer have to translate.

But fluency means more than just an

ability to communicate in a language; it

means understanding the surrounding

culture of the language—the worldview.

As with any foreign language, mastering

systems thinking will allow us to fully

engage in and absorb the worldview that

pervades it. By learning the language of

systems thinking, we will hopefully

change not only the way we discuss

complex issues, but the way we think

about them as well.

Michael Goodman is principal of Innovation Asso-
ciates Organizational Learning, Framingham, MA. The
material in this article was drawn from his 20 years
of experience in the field, as well as business courses
developed by Innovation Associates.
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