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Systems Thinking:  

Chapter Four, The Laws of the Fifth Discipline, The Fifth Discipline
One of Peter M. Senge’s “component technologies” is systems thinking.  Systems thinking is necessary to build “organizations that can truly “learn” and “can continually enhance their capacity to realize their highest aspirations.”  He says that business and other human endeavors are systems “bound by invisible fabrics of interrelated actions, which often take years to fully play out their effect on each other.”  

Senge goes on to explain that there are “laws” that apply to these “component technologies”—the laws of the Fifth Discipline.    Senge distilled these laws from the writings of others in the field of systems thinking.  His laws of the Fifth Discipline are applicable to child welfare organizations . . . 
1.  Today’s problems come from yesterday’s “solutions.”

According to Senge, we are often puzzled by the causes of our problems . . . when we need only look to our solutions to previous problems.  He also says solutions that merely shift the problem to another sector will often go undetected because the people who “solved” the problem aren’t the ones who inherit the new problem.
2.  The harder you push, the harder the system pushes back.

Systems thinking calls this compensating feedback, a phenomenon seen when interventions elicit responses from the system offsetting any gains from that intervention.  Senge suggests that we all know what it feels like:  “the harder we push, the harder the system pushes back—the more effort you expend trying to improve matters, the more effort seems to be required.”
“When our initial efforts fail to produce lasting improvements, we “push harder” . . . all the while blinding ourselves to how we are contributing to the obstacles ourselves.”  
4.  The easy way out usually leads back in 

Senge says, “We all find comfort applying familiar solutions to problems, sticking to what we know best.”  He feels that those who push harder and harder with familiar solutions while failing to change the fundamental problem are demonstrating non-systems thinking.  Senge characterizes this as the “what we need here is a bigger hammer” syndrome.

5.  The cure can be worse than the disease

 Senge suggests that “familiar solutions” are sometimes more than ineffective, often they are “addictive and dangerous.”  He says the most insidious consequence of non-systems solutions is the ever increasing need to apply more and more of the solution.  
6.  Faster is slower

“ . . . virtually all natural systems . . . have intrinsically optimal rates of growth.  The optimal rate is far less than the fastest possible growth.”   Senge goes on to say that when growth becomes excessive the system will seek to slow itself down . . . and that could put the organization at risk.  For those of you who might remember, he mentions Peoples Express airlines as an example of the risk to organizations whose speed led to slow—and a full stop.  
7.  Cause and effect are not closely related in time and space.

Senge mentions this as an underlying characteristic of all the previous problems.  He asks, rhetorically, “Why is this a problem?”  His answer: because most of us expect cause and effect to be closely related.  (If we have low adoption numbers, we look at the adoption unit and workers for the cause.  When, in fact, the true problem may be the lack of concurrent planning throughout the case.)  He reminds us that the root of the difficulties is not “recalcitrant problems” or “evil adversaries”—it’s us.  It’s the mismatch between the true nature of the reality and our thinking about that reality.  He tells us the first step in correcting that mismatch is to let go of the notion that cause and effect are related closely in time and space.  
8.  Small changes can produce big results—but the areas of highest leverage are often the least obvious.  
While some refer to systems thinking as the “dismal science”—because it teaches that most obvious solutions don’t work—Senge suggests there is a flip side to the story.  “Systems thinking” demonstrates that small, precision actions can produce significant improvements when well placed  . . . a systems thinking concept termed “leverage.”  

Tackling these difficult problems is often a matter of seeing where the high leverage lies, say Senge . . . in other words, finding a change that leads to lasting significant improvement while using a minimum of effort.  The difficulty in that is most high leverage solutions aren’t that obvious to people in the system.  High leverage solutions aren’t often “close in time and space to . . . problem symptoms.”

Senge suggests there are no simple rules for finding high leverage changes, but there are ways of thinking which make it more likely to find the change. As a first step, he suggests learning to see underlying structures rather than events.  He also suggests thinking of change as a process rather than seeing it as a snapshot.

9.  You can have your cake and eat it too—but not all at once.

First Peter Senge suggests that some dilemmas we face are simply the “artifacts” of snapshot thinking and the result of failing to think consciously of change over time.  Then, he goes on to say that we often see our choices as “either-or.”  He says we fail to consider that basic improvements in work processes could mean having it all if we are willing to wait for one while we focus on the other.  
He advises us to invest in the development of new skills and methods.

Senge says that “either-or” choices are the product of static thinking.  He says that real leverage lies in seeing how you can achieve both over time.  

10.  Dividing the elephant in half does not produce two small elephants.

 Senge suggests that organizations, like living organisms, have integrity . . . their character depends on the whole.  He says that to understand most managerial issues you must view the whole system that generated the issue.  He cautions that seeing “whole elephants” doesn’t mean every organizational issue can be understood only by looking at the entire organization.  Some can be understood by looking only at major functions, while others require looking at critical systemic forces within a functional area.  The key is the “principle of the system boundary”—which says the “interactions that must be examined are those most important to the issue at hand, regardless of parochial organizational boundaries.”  This is difficult to practice because of the way in which organizations are designed.  Most organizational designs keep people from seeing important interactions.  
11.  There is no blame.

Senge says we tend to blame outside circumstances for our problems.  Systems thinking says there is no “outside” . . . that we are part of a system that includes the cause of the problems.  Hence, the cure lies in your relationship with your “enemy.”

Transfer of Learning Questions:  
· What organizational successes would you attribute to being a “law-abiding” organizational manager?
· What organizational problems would you attribute to having “broken the law?”  
Phil Basso’s presentation at the Leadership Academy on October 13, 2004 will touch on systems thinking.  His materials are a way to address problems in a systematic fashion.  Please join your colleagues for this informative session.  

If you have questions, or need more information, contact Mike Danner at the Training Program’s Center for Excellence.  Mike can be reached at (717) 795-9048 or at mjd12@pitt.edu 

Source:  The Fifth Discipline, Senge, 1990
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