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Identifying good systems issues 

USEFUL QUESTIONS
You’ve heard the saying:  “you can’t fit a square peg into a round hole.” Similarly, not all challenges are suitable for systems thinking.  If you have to organize your CD collection for instance, you’re probably better off using skills that involve sorting, sequencing and categorizing.  

To decide if an issue or challenge is suitable for systems thinking, consider the following questions:  

1. Does the issue involve a system (e.g., two or more parts interrelated to form a whole, within some boundary)?  If you’re dealing with a living system – a family, a local wetlands, a neighborhood, an organization (or some nested combination of several systems).
2. Are there trends?  Is there behavior that has changed or you want to change over time?  For instance, do you have anecdotal or quantitative data that that shows the amount of traffic in the city is increasing? Or the attrition rate of teachers has continued to rise?  Can you graph those trends?   
If your situation involves a living system with changing behavior, then taking a systems approach -- for improved learning, problem definition, and/or design -- will provide useful insight.  The following set of questions can also help you surface “good” systems issues.  (PLEASE NOTE:  It’s not necessary to answer “yes” to every question). 
3. Does the situation feel intractable, chronic?  Messy, complex issues such as poor cross-functional collaboration in an organization (and how to improve it), the over-use of common resources and escalating violence in schools, can feel intractable and impossible to solve.   This is a good time to take a systems approach.
4. Is there reinforcing or amplifying behavior?  Does the term vicious loop apply?  Does the situation feel like it is escalating? Is someone or something out of control?  Is there seemingly unlimited growth? 

5. Is there a “yo-yo” effect?  Does the situation improve and then decline, and then improve, and then decline again?  (Are there perhaps, competing goals?) 

6. Have policies met resistance, or worse, have they backfired?  Is the situation littered with unintended consequences? 

7. Are decisions being made on different time frames?    Is one member or part of the group focused on the short-term (one month ahead, one year ahead), while others are focused on a different time frame (five years, 20 years, or longer)?  

Naming Your Issue or Challenge:  

Sometime naming your issue can be the hardest challenge.  To frame a situation from a systems perspective, here’s a good way to begin: 

Describe the trend you see currently, and then name the outcome you’d like to achieve, by when.  For example: 

The number of students in special programs has been declining.  We would like to see the number of students decrease 20% by 2010.  

OR: 

Air quality in our town is getting worse.  What is driving this trend and what would address the problem over the coming years?  
ADDITIONAL RESOURCE:  For more on framing a problem or challenge from a systems perspective, see pages 103-105 in the Fifth Discipline Fieldbook. 
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