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ALBERT EINSTEIN ONCE posed this question: “Have you ever thought about how you think?” A lot of people would say “no.” After all, when was the last time we stopped to analyze our own thinking? Herein lies the problem. Einstein pointed out that certain issues cannot be solved with the same kind of thinking that created those issues in the first place.

Certainly, second- and third-guessing every thought crossing our mind is not a reasonable expectation. It is time-consuming and, frankly, tiring. What we can do, however, is learn and memorize—so to say—new thought patterns and use them to our benefit. My mission in this book is to make a shift in your cognitive assessment style to develop the most optimal solution to the problems in your life. The rewired thinking path I’m talking about is called systems thinking.

What Is Systems Thinking?

People tend to view the world as an accumulation of separate, independent elements. This is the grocery store, those are the products in it. We like to buy shallots instead of onions. There are more gas stations in our area than in the city nearby. We take these elements of life for granted without much questioning. But why are there more gas stations in our town? How do the shallots get to the supermarket? How are these things connected?

Systems thinking is a way of viewing the world as a cluster of interdependent systems. Think of it as a large machine in which one cogwheel drives the next. Everything is related to each other, no matter how far-fetched it may seem. The big supermarket we have in our town attracts a lot of buyers from the surrounding smaller ones. Many suppliers come and go daily to restock the shelves of the supermarket with all sorts of goods. For this purpose, gas stations tend to cluster in this area. There is high traffic—literally and figuratively.

But this explanation may not offer a deep insight into what systems thinking is. To clear things up, let’s discuss what systems thinking is not.

Our brain has created an abundance of mental shortcuts throughout our evolution. Cavemen used these shortcuts to help them make sense of their world. Quick decisions have saved their lives many times. Over thousands of years, our brains were conditioned to make decisions quickly. The frequent alternative was dying a sudden and violent death.

Evolutionarily, therefore, our way of thinking developed to be linear and focused. This is good because it does not take much mental energy to understand the world around us. Our brain knows how to split external stimuli into bite-sized chunks.

You see, our brain uses roughly 20 percent of our energy. It makes sense that we need to be as efficient with our mental usage as possible. But this way of thinking is restrictive and may not be sufficient when we deal with more complex problems in our lives. Most of the time, we only treat the symptoms instead of addressing the root cause itself.

Here’s an example. Suppose that you have problems sleeping at night. That is the symptom. Treating the symptom would mean something like taking sleeping pills and hoping for the best. But this is only a temporary solution. The cause of your sleeping trouble might be that you have too much coffee in the afternoon, or that you are feeling anxious about your job.

If you struck at the heart of the problem, you’d be able to solve it for good. You could stop drinking coffee after lunch or address your work-related issues head-on. But if you only tend to the symptoms, it might lead to more problems. For example, using sleeping pills may lead to addiction, or your work-life issues may escalate. Systems thinking challenges the mainstream, reductionist view. It introduces an expansionist idea, which means seeing the world as a massive network with all its interconnected elements. Every little aspect of it is important.

By understanding how each element relates to another, we can comprehend the larger system at play. We can then start to understand how it works and identify opportunities for solving our problems.

The Three Key Systems

We can distinguish three key systems at play: social, industrial, and ecosystem. All three work in conjunction to keep our civilization going. Without these three, society would devolve into chaos.

Social systems comprise all the rules, norms, and structures that we, humans, create. They govern how we interact.

Industrial systems consist of all the things that sustain our lives, including food production and manufacturing of products, which require the extraction and processing of natural resources.

Finally, there is the ecosystem. This provides the natural resources we need to thrive, such as air, water, food, and other minerals. In other words, the ecosystem supplies and sustains the other two critical systems. As you can see, life as we know it would not work without these three systems’ fragile balance.

The systems thinking approach uses the big-picture view on a large scale. It considers how changing one element in any of the systems mentioned above can influence another. It is no wonder why many people feel intimidated by this way of thinking or are simply overwhelmed. The payoff is that once you make sense of the whole picture, it is easier to find out the root problem and resolve it once and for all.

Why Has the Linear Thinking Approach Been So Dominant?

Linear thinking is characterized as “A leads to B, which results in C.” This seems to be a logical way of thinking, and we love it because it makes the world look very simple. In fact, we have created many of our regulations based on this way of thinking, from the scientific method (cause and effect), to rigid directives from insurance companies, and to governments’ strict laws.

These linear methods are designed to keep order. But the problem with this approach is that the complex challenges of life don’t exist in isolation; they are interconnected.

For example, someone has regular panic attacks (A). They visit the doctor (B), and the doctor gives them a medication to solve the problem (C). This is a linear process. But often, a pill doesn’t fix the root cause of the problem. Maybe this person has mental health issues because they face difficulties at work. Their marriage is falling apart, and they can’t sleep ... These reasons might overwhelm the person to the point that the person can’t cope with them and then has a panic attack. Doctors tend to isolate the health problem. If one has a panic attack or severe anxiety, they put a Band-Aid on the distressing emotions, solving it with a pill. But a Xanax won’t fix the root cause of panic attacks and anxiety. The patient might be at the clinic again in a few days or weeks with another panic attack. The immediate problem, the symptom, will need treatment again.

This way of thinking isn’t limited to the health care system. Social institutions are often grouped in different departments that hardly communicate with each other. Problems such as the one described above are present across various areas from education to economy to sustainability, leading to a wide variety of challenges. For instance, the education system has distinct specialties (biology, math, psychology), which are separated to focus on one particular scientific area. Companies are usually focused on one exact issue in the commercial sector that they try to solve through their specialized products.

The isolation of elements often leads to skewed prioritization. For example, you want to make the world a better place for all. Where should you start? An economist will argue to begin with the financial sector, a sociologist will urge to start with human behavior, while an environmentalist will create a case for conserving nature. Personal perspectives will lead to competition and conflicting strategies. Everyone sticks to their own view hoping that the other parties will give in. But unfortunately, this attitude leads to parallel problem-solving attempts often in conflict with each other.

Linear thinking is enforced by our education system. We learn to reduce and dissect problems to smaller, more manageable components without looking at the big picture first. Our learning material is also distributed across relatively isolated departments and sciences. We are never really taught how math and biology interrelate. Why are they both important to develop a well-rounded picture of the world? However, suppose we shift to a systems thinking lens. In that case, we will see that everything is interconnected and dynamically changing. We need to integrate the separate departments of knowledge into one to see how they are connected. This way, we can better understand the complex challenges of the world.

Systems thinking approaches problems integrally and holistically. It focuses on the whole system, encourages communication between its elements, and supports joint problem-solving based on real priorities.

This might sound difficult, but luckily, humans have an intuitive understanding of the world’s complex, dynamic, and interconnected systems. Namely, we live in this world every day. We just need to use adjusted thinking lenses to shift from the linear, one-dimensional and into the nonlinear three-dimensional reality.

Today the urgency to solve complex, chaotic, and systemic challenges is paramount. These problems cannot be fixed with a reductionist approach. The issues we face today are complex. In problems such as racism, homelessness, and global politics, many elements play a role. How can we approach such challenges effectively?

System Boundaries

When everything is interconnected, where should one draw the boundaries of a problem? It can pose difficulties to know where one problem ends and another starts. Our intervention to fix the issue is much more thorough and targeted if we define well what we’re trying to solve. For instance, our friend’s problems with panic attacks might be rooted in an unhealthy marriage. That’s the area that needs solutions. If that bottleneck issue is resolved, his work- and sleep-related problems will fade, as well. But if we don’t dig deep to define his marital problems’ boundaries, all of it can seem like a mental wormhole.

We need to properly investigate and assess what’s happening and then apply a scope to the problem. When it comes to finding interconnections, the possibilities can go on and on. That is why it is important to find limits. In other words, a system boundary is a line dividing the concerned system from everything else. By investigating which parts are relevantly interacting with each other, we can understand how a problem loops around in the system. Then we can identify the critical elements involved. Inside the scope will be all the elements that we need to consider. Outside of the scope will be the other elements that are not relevant in this case.

A university’s system boundary can be defined by the campus it owns, its student body, and the staff working therein. This way, we create a direct boundary; we name the system (the university). We can also draw a boundary discerning what is not the part of this system, say, the other university across the street. However, if we expand our assessment field from the university campus to the whole education system, then the universities on each side of the road would be a part of the system.

It is a matter of perspective and the situation we are dealing with, which helps us identify what is part of our system and what isn’t.

The System as a Whole

I’m about to present an example borrowed from Draper Kauffman’s introduction to systems thinking from the 1980s.

Imagine that you have a cup of milk. How can you have more milk? You could buy more from the supermarket and add it to your existing amount. Thus you’ll get more milk. However, if you have a milk-producing cow and buy another cow, you won’t end up with a larger cow. You’ll have two cows. And two cows give you more milk. Now, let’s go in the other direction.

Say you need less milk, so you pour half of what you have into another cup. If you chop your cow in half, though, you won’t get two smaller cows. You’ll get a fair amount of beef and some horns for decorative purposes. But the cow as a system (the cow is a system, too) will cease to exist in its previous form, as it was drastically altered.

Systems function as a whole. They lose their function if you cut them in two. And modifications on a subsystem level can lead to these drastic, crippling changes. Take the ecosystem as a whole; if you remove the grass from it, the cow won’t eat, and it won’t produce milk. This is an oversimplification, of course, but you can see now how everything’s so vitally interconnected.

Thus, if we want to interfere and make changes mindfully in a system, we must understand its interconnections—its flows. Isolating one element won’t make a big difference and won’t solve the problem. Cutting the proverbial cow in half may destroy the entire system. We need to find a way to intervene somewhere between these two extremes—to guide the flow of dominant dynamics.

Five Key Concepts

Systems thinking requires the use of specific terms to describe given processes. Just like legal terms, some of the words mentioned here might seem nonsensical. Understanding them, however, is essential to be an effective systems thinker.

1. Interconnectedness

Systems thinking needs us to change our mindset, from linear (A to B) to circular (A to B to C to A), to adequately represent interconnectedness. This circular mindset allows us to make sense of the complexity of our world.

Think of it like the food chain, in which everything relies on something else. We need food, air, and water to survive. Food comes from animals, which consume plants. When animals or humans die, they become natural fertilizers for plants. And there goes the circle of life, just like Mufasa taught us. We can start to look at the world differently.

2. Synthesis

Synthesis refers to the creation of something new by combining two or more existing parts. Synthesis is the opposite of analysis, which seeks to dissect complex questions or problems into small, manageable chunks.

As mentioned before, all systems in life are interconnected. As such, a more effective solution to any problem would be one that is holistic in nature. Synthesis allows us to see and understand the big picture, its parts, and how they interact. Synthesis is the goal of systems thinking.

3. Emergence

A larger whole is comprised of many smaller parts. Emergence describes the phenomenon when these smaller parts unite to create the whole. Emergence, therefore, is the product of synergy. You can say that emergence shows how everything in life results from the interaction between two or more elements.

A good example here is the Big Bang. As we know, life is a product of self-organizing forces that brought countless atoms together to form objects as small as a pebble, to something vast such as galaxies.

Understanding the importance of emergence, you might start to connect the dot between two seemingly unrelated elements and arrive at conclusions you wouldn’t have seen with linear thinking.

4. Feedback Loops

Because everything is interconnected, the whole system is comprised of a series of feedback loops. When we understand the nature of feedback loops, we can start to plan interventions to resolve the problems they create.
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