Introduction

Life is not a problem to be solved, but a mystery to be lived.
Thomas Merton XE "Merton, Thomas" 
 (1915 – 1968)

I was at my wits’ end. My elderly mother was becoming ever frailer. I drove three hours there and three hours back twice a week to support her but it was not enough. Her friends and neighbours were becoming ever more reluctant to meet her growing needs and Mum was unwilling to face up to the situation. Every possible course of action seemed to entail some insuperable obstacle. 

This book is about what to do when you don’t know what to do. 
Some problems demand urgent attention but offer no starting point. Even the most competent people, the best-run organisations XE "organisations"  and the happiest families run into issues that need attention. The worst of these turn out to be much larger than anticipated, to have one problem leading to another, to be immensely uncertain XE "uncertainty"  (although everyone has a different opinion) and to have no obvious outcome. Even worse, when someone does tackle them, it either makes no difference or makes things worse. 

Problems like these are genuinely different, I believe, from the kinds of problems we learn to solve at school – the ones with right answers, the ones where we know what the problem is and where we simply need to work through them to discover the solution. Problems like the one I had with my Mum are different and need a different approach. They are messy situations. No prescriptions or recipes can tell you what to do in a messy situation because each messy situation is unique. 

So this is not a ‘how to’ book. It does not offer solutions. It does not even tell you what to do. It offers ways of finding out what to do. 

The ways of finding out that it proposes all come under the heading of ‘s XE “systems:thinking" \r "IndexST01" ystems thinking’. Whether you are new to the term or an old-hand, this book is an invitation to develop and extend your own unique thinking skills to become more adept at dealing with complex, uncertain XE "uncertainty"  and interconnected issues through the ideas and insights of systems thinking. 

Thinking is a very personal business so, while I know what works for me, systems thinking will only work for you if you make it your own. Because thinking is so individual, I have imagined this book as a conversation between you, the reader, and me, the writer. We cannot literally share each other’s experience XE "experience:others'"  but observations that make sense of my experience may make sense to you in terms of your own experience of complex and perplexing issues. My image of how this book works leads to another feature that makes this book somewhat different. I use first person language XE "language:first person" , talking about my experience and how I make sense of it and how systems thinking has helped me manage complex situations. This is not because I think my experience XE "experience"  is particularly special but I want to avoid any sense that some ways of thinking are ‘right’ and others ‘wrong’. There is no right way to manage messy situations and no right way to think systemically. My only claim in this respect is that I, and many other people, have found systems-thinking insights to be useful and effective. My first invitation to you, the reader, is to use this book to find your own way to be a systems thinker. 

The teacher, if indeed wise, does not bid you to enter the house of their wisdom, but leads you to the threshold of your own mind.

Kahlil Gibran XE "Gibran, Kahlil" 
 (1883 – 1931) 
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I imagine the book you are reading as a shared space where you and I stand, reflecting in our mirrors on our own experience. I tell you about my experience of dealing with messy situations using systems-thinking ideas, insights, tools and techniques. You make sense of what I say in terms of your own experience. 
There are many diagrams in this book: diagramming XE "diagramming"  is a useful systems-thinking skill. All the diagrams XE "diagrams:hand-drawn"  were originally hand drawn and, had my handwriting been clear enough, I would have preferred to present them just as I drew them. In the interests of clarity, I have settled for a ‘handwriting font’ because I intend handwriting to convey ‘this is the way I see it’ rather than ‘this is the way it is’. 

There are plenty of books about systems thinking. They describe what it is, why it is important and what it has achieved. What seems to be missing are the skills to do it – and that is why I wrote this book. My second invitation, should you choose to accept it
, is to go beyond learning about systems thinking and instead learn to think systemically. 

Like swimming, systems thinking is a skill. As such, theory can only convey a context for the skill, not the skill itself. Eventually, you have to get into the water. You also have to risk not being very good at it at first. Learning systems thinking is a bit like ‘jumping off cliffs and developing our wings on the way down’
. My next invitation, therefore, is to develop your skills with a messy situation of your own. 

I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand. 

Confucius XE "Confucius"  (551 B.C.E – 479 B.C.E)
From Confucius to clinical training for doctors, experiential learning XE "learning:experiential" 
 has been the preferred way of learning new skills. If you would like to take up the challenge of experiential learning XE "learning:experiential" , look out for an issue that you have been avoiding. A suitable issue may be quite hard to spot because humans tend to ignore situations they cannot deal with, hoping they will go away – even though experience shows they often do not go away, usually get worse and always drain enthusiasm and energy. 

A suitable messy situation to work with will have some or all of the following characteristics:

· you have been putting it off because you do not know where to start,

· there have been arguments about what the problem is

· there have been arguments about what should be done

· you do not know important information about the situation and you don’t know how, or what, to find out

· the problem seems too big even to think about

· the problem seems too complex to think about

· you have tried to deal with it but the problem reappeared later, or got worse

· you would like to be able to do something about it.

Whatever your chosen mess, I suggest you look for one in which you have some influence or ability to improve the situation. Almost certainly, the ideas and thinking described in this book will open new avenues for managing the situation. Most people who engage with these ideas find the problem becomes much less problematic. 

Systems thinking is about more than management. Systems thinking is about managing – something everyone does. Systems thinking is applicable all the way from personal and family issues to international strategy. It can certainly be a useful skill for managers; but anyone who manages anything – most of us – is likely to find it useful in contexts that range across work, leisure, politics, family, campaigning, environmental and community action. I have used a family example to explain some of the ideas in the book, hoping that most readers will be able to relate to it. In other cases, I have drawn on stories from my consultancy work. All of these stories are ‘real’ although I have disguised details for confidentiality reasons. 

My Open University colleagues and I have been teaching the ideas in this book for 30 years. More than 10,000 Open University students and others have tried and tested them, both as theoretical constructs and as practical ways of thinking about complex problems and situations. More recently, I directed an Open University project in which university staff engaged with systems thinking in order to improve the university’s ability to deal with the complex and changing challenges of the higher-education environment. This proved to be an exciting time as together we refined ideas that made a difference to busy managers, team leaders and executives. The project engaged colleagues and others in working with the issues raised in a rapidly changing and often difficult higher-education environment, often in workshops. These workshops were designed to support people in learning to use systems thinking experientially by engaging directly with these issues. Many of the ideas in the book, and my approach to them, were developed in these and other workshops. 

In consultancy work, the person bringing the problem will always know more about the complexities of their issue than I do. My role is always that of problem helper and skills developer. I bring no direct experience XE "experience"  of the client’s situation but systems thinking gives me skills for finding out so that, together, we can find our way to an improved situation. This book is intended to do the same job, developing your skills for finding ways to work through messy situations. 

In consulting, I often start out feeling overwhelmed by clients’ messy situations. I wonder if I have anything at all to offer as I discover the enormity of the challenges they face. However, having trust in the tools and ideas and applying them conscientiously always delivers positive results. I continue to be amazed by this and I have learned that feeling overwhelmed is a normal response to a messy situation. It need not frighten me off. It has also been my experience that clients always realise important benefits from systems thinking. Our combined expertise often helps us identify straightforward routes to significant improvement. My experience is far from unique. Using systems thinking, many organisations XE "organisations"  (business, governmental, public sector, health-care and not-for-profit) have improved their performance XE "performance" , overcome crises, restructured and seized new opportunities when they seemed completely stuck. 

Systems thinking is especially suitable for complex and ambiguous problems that defy definition: where any definition of the problem somehow seems to miss the point or changes the problem, so that it is no longer the problem I experience. I often think of such problems as log jams XE "log jams"  XE "metaphor:log-jam" . In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the lumberjacks XE "lumberjacks"  of the Pacific Northwest felled trees and floated them down the rivers to the sawmill on the high water from melting mountain snow. From time to time, the logs would stick and cause log jams. Some log jams became famous, involving thousands of logs and flooding many square kilometres
. The photograph shows one such log jam. 
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A 1907 log jam on the Coquille River at Prosper, Oregon (from a contemporary postcard). The river was prone to log jams because incoming tides had the effect of ‘blocking’ the river at the estuary where the mill was located. This small log jam was 210 metres long and contained over 5,000 logs.

Dealing with intractable situations is rather like my mental picture of the log drivers XE "lumberjacks"  as they jump from log to log across the jam, freeing it up to get both lumber and river moving again. A skilled driver, I imagine, can spot which log to move and how to move it: freeing surrounding logs and creating movement. Skilfully moving a small number of logs, perhaps rocking them rather than removing them, would be enough to get the water flowing: dislodging neighbouring logs and breaking up the jam until eventually the flowing water once again carried the logs downstream. Systems thinking allows me to spot the ‘logs’ that, if moved, will improve the situation. I don’t have to solve every bit of the puzzle created by the messy situation. I just have to set it on a path to continuing improvement.  XE “systems:thinking" \r "IndexST02" 
How to use this book

Above all else, I intend this book to be useful. I have described the tools, techniques and ideas that clients and workshop participants have found most useful in working with their own messy, ambiguous, sensitive and puzzling issues. This book provides resources so that you can learn to be a systems thinker. If you want to learn to think systemically, use the ideas.

 I am always doing what I cannot do yet, in order to learn how to do it.

Vincent van Gogh XE "van Gogh, Vincent"  (1853 – 1890)
Most of the chapters can be read independently so this is not a book you need to read straight through. If the ideas in any particular chapter seem useful, try them. If not, then try something from another chapter. Not every idea works every time and most people prefer some ideas and use others less often. The book does have a structure, however, intended to help you find an effective route to dealing with your messy situations and thorny problems. 

· Part 1 is about engaging with the situation you want to address. It describes the big ideas of systems thinking and how to use them. In particular, Chapter 1 looks at why some problems defy our best attempts to solve them. Whatever other route you take through the book, Chapter 1 is a good place to start. 
· Part 2 is about understanding any particular issue. It describes tools and techniques that help make sense of complex situations. 
· Part 3 is about exploring purposeful action, being sure about what you can do to improve the situation, why, and how it will work and fit into the context. Clarifying these issues eliminates ambiguity and misunderstandings for you and others.

· Part 4 is about acting to improve the situation in ways that simultaneously improve your understanding of the situation and your appreciation of further options for more improvements. Part 4 also introduces a model for ongoing inquiry.

In a difficult and complicated situation, it is tempting to jump to the tools and techniques set out in the later parts of the book. This may not be a good idea, for reasons explained in Chapter 1. Instead, I suggest taking a chapter from each of Parts 1, 2, and 3 if you are in a hurry. If you have a little more time and the inclination, I suggest reading Part 1, selecting one or more chapters from Part 2 and then reading the first chapter of Part 3. You can then come back to Part 4 to think about the context of your actions. 

That is what learning XE "learning"  is. You suddenly understand something you've understood all your life, but in a new way.

Doris Lessing XE "Lessing, Doris" 
 (b. 1919)

Notes, resources and explorations for the Introduction

� 	Thomas Merton� XE "Merton, Thomas" �


Thomas Merton, an American Trappist monk, became one of the foremost writers on spirituality of the twentieth century. His work transcended his Catholic background to include spiritual insights from the East. He was passionately committed to radicalism, social justice, civil rights and pacifism. His writings, including his poetry, inspired a whole generation to explore spirituality and its meaning for social action. His knowledgeable engagement with Buddhism and Sufism, and his own deep commitment to his monastic calling, make his writings a source of wisdom and delight.


�	Kahlil Gibran� XE "Gibran, Kahlil" �


Kahlil Gibran’s poetry, it is claimed, outsells all but Shakespeare and Lao-Tzu. Born in the Ottoman province of Mount Lebanon, Kahlil Gibran wrote his famous prose poem The Prophet in English after he emigrated to the United States. The Prophet has never been out of print since its publication in 1923 and was a great favourite of the 1960s’ counter-culture. This quotation comes from the section on Teaching. 


Gibran� XE "Gibran, Kahlil" �, Kahlil. (2011). The Prophet. Portsmouth, NH: William Heinemann.


�	Invitations


Mission Impossible’s catchphrase captures something essential about my experience of teaching systems thinking. By inviting you to develop some systems-thinking skills, I also offer you an opportunity to reject the invitation. While I believe the world might be a saner place if there were more systems thinkers around, I do not believe anyone should engage with it because they think they ought to. One’s own thinking skills are deeply personal and an intimate part of one’s self. It would be presumptuous to suggest you should think differently. On the other hand, most people who engage with systems thinking find it immensely useful and some become enthusiasts. The invitation to engage with this book is a warm one but not, I hope, a pressing one. 


�	Developing our wings on the way down


This quotation comes from Kurt Vonnegut� XE "Vonnegut, Kurt" �’s 1997 novel Timequake in which 2001 is folded back to 1991 and everyone has to re-live their depressingly bad choices. 


Vonnegut� XE "Vonnegut, Kurt" �, K. (1997). Timequake (1st ed.). New York: G P Putnam's Sons.


�	Experiential learning� XE "learning:experiential" �


Experiential learning is ‘learning from your own experience’ in a context that matters to you. 


�	Shifting log jams� XE "log jams" �


Metaphors� XE "metaphor" � are only ever a partial fit to the realities they describe but I was somewhat disappointed to discover my imagined notion of log-jam� XE "metaphor:log-jam" � clearance is only partially true. In really big jams they used dynamite. I am somewhat reassured by a still later discovery that the frayed ends of dynamited logs destroyed the value of the timber and risked still worse jams. Using an ill-judged ‘solution’ to a problem may simply make it worse.  


�	Doris Lessing� XE "Lessing, Doris" �


The quote comes from The Golden Notebook (1982), Lessing’s exploration of some twentieth century themes. It concerns the heroine’s attempts to make sense of her experience of central Africa, of communism, of the novel she is writing and of her dreams, emotions� XE "emotions" � and memories. She explores each of these themes in a differently coloured notebook, using the golden notebook to synthesise and make sense of the different strands of her life. 


I recommend the use of a notebook, journal or diary as a resource for making sense of messy situations and of systems thinking itself. 


Lessing� XE "Lessing, Doris" �, D. (2007). The Golden Notebook (reissue edn.). New York: Harper Perennial.





