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Thank you for choosing my book! I would like to show my appreciation for the trust you gave me by giving a FREE GIFT for you!

>> CLICK HERE TO GET MY SELF-DISCOVERY STARTER KIT <<

The kit shares 10 key practices to help you to:


	discover your true self, 

	find your life areas that need improvement,

	find self-forgiveness, 

	become better at socializing, 

	lead a life of gratitude and purpose.



The kit contains extra actionable worksheets with practice exercises for deeper learning.

›› CLICK HERE TO DOWNLOAD YOUR FREE COPY NOW! ‹‹
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Introduction​
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IT WAS A RAINY SEPTEMBER morning. I will never forget it. I was rushing to my first-ever university class. Puttering with my class schedule and location, I entered the modern university building. “What was the name of that class again?” I thought with a buzz of excitement only freshmen feel. “The Theory of International Relations,” I read off the paper. I had zero thoughts about what this class would end up being. I understood each of the words individually, but put together, they lost all meaning.

I arrived just before the professor. Because of my delayed arrival, I only found available seating in the first row. I felt exposed to the sharp eyes of the professor, who arrived just when I was trying to fish out my textbook, but from the sudden shock of her appearance, I lost control of my shaking hands, pouring the contents of my backpack onto the ground.

“What’s your name?” she asked me.

“Z-Z-Zoe?” I asked her back, which she rewarded with a stern glance. “I mean, I am Zoe, yes,” I repeated myself, trying to collect my things and the little pride I had left. Great, now she would remember me until graduation.

“Well, Zoe, you just gave me a great opportunity to explain the topic of the class in an easy manner. Thank you.” I was so surprised that I forgot to say anything and just nodded. She then turned to the class. “What happened to Zoe?” she asked everyone.

After a few seconds of confused, simultaneous mumbling, someone said, “She dropped her bag.” The professor nodded and gave the class a look that obviously meant she wasn’t satisfied with the answer. So someone else added, “She dropped the bag off the table because you scared her.”

All the blood rushed out of my face when I saw the professor’s eyes bulge for a second, but then she laughed. “Yes, that is a better description of the event.” Then, without waiting for another creative explanation about my shame, she continued.

“In linear thinking terms, you are correct. She got surprised, she lost balance, and she dropped her bag. But there is so much more to it. Why did the bag fall to the ground versus just floating around? Why did she choose to take out her book at the last minute? Was she late? Why was she late? Did her bus arrive late? Why did the bus arrive late? Was that the fault of a traffic jam, or some internal organizational problem at the bus company? You see, there is so much more to a dropped bag than we think.” She totally got our attention.

“As you’re now starting to understand, there is much more to a simple event than what it seems to be on the surface. The theory of international relations aims to give a conceptual framework upon which complex relations between the actors of a system can be analyzed.”

Here, she lost us... Conceptual what? She saw that, and with a chuckle, she explained herself.

“In other words, we will take a look at the relationship some countries—actors—have with each other, and within. We will learn different theories through which we can explain international phenomena like why wars happen, what the challenges of war preventive policies are, and why we can’t truly eradicate hunger, drug wars, and other issues from the world.” Our attention was captured again.

“To be able to discuss these topics meaningfully and understand each other, first I need to teach you to shift your thinking patterns. There is an entire discipline built upon complex thinking that goes way beyond the regular cause-effect thinking. This is systems thinking.”

And there it was, my first encounter with the concept of systems thinking, at the age of 19, in the very first class I had at the university. Ever since then, it has been quite a journey learning about systems thinking. With a decade of active and profound learning about it, I overcame my hesitation and decided to collect my experience and understanding into a book. Systems thinking had life-changing benefits for my life early on, and I’m very grateful for it. This is not as popular or widespread of a topic as it should be, partially because it is a new discipline and partially because it operates with professional jargon that can be hard to grasp. My goal with this book is to deliver this quintessential discipline to you in an understandable language, profound enough to improve your life and relationships, understand world events, and find better solutions to your problems.

You won’t become a graduate systems analyst by reading this book. If that’s your goal, I can recommend some more advanced books on systems thinking. This book is an introduction to systems thinking, very handy for those people who are learning about it from scratch, or for those who wish to recapitulate the basic essentials. This book will present the theory of systems thinking in the first few chapters and give you practical examples and “homework” in the latter chapters. After reading this book, you’ll be able to understand the jargon of the basics of systems thinking, design simple loop diagrams, behavior-over-time diagrams, and more. I also provide plenty of references and resources as we go to help you advance your knowledge on the topic, if you wish.

And if you were wondering, the professor didn’t forget my name until graduation. But more importantly, I’ll never forget her easy-to-understand explanation of what international relations theory, and within that, systems thinking, is. Her clever way of simplifying the complex made me interested in this topic in the first place. By no means will I be as great a teacher as my professor was, but I will simplify and amplify your knowledge on systems thinking to the best of my ability.
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​Before We Get Started...
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I WOULD LIKE TO INTRODUCE you to the great minds who contributed to the foundation of systems thinking as a discipline.

The thinker who is considered to be one of the founders of systems thinking—or as he called it, general systems theory (GST)—to my great pride is an Austro-Hungarian biologist, Ludwig von Bertalanffy. His explanation of general systems theory was interdisciplinary, rather than a standalone discipline. His practice described how the components of a system interact with each other—unsurprisingly, in biology or cybernetics. In 1934, he came up with his groundbreaking mathematical model of an organism’s growth over time, which is still applied today. He was the father of open systems, which I will talk about later in this book.​[i]

His general systems theory also helped provide alternatives to conventional organization, putting the emphasis on a holistic approach versus a reductionist approach and organisms versus mechanisms.​[ii]

The systems thinking we use today evolved from the general systems theory. Systems thinking admits that systems have a certain dynamic that is subjected to external factors like feedback mechanisms, delays, and other aspects. The dynamic of a system can often be counterintuitive. For example, everybody works hard to make the country’s economy flourish, yet there is a constant economic decline. Why? Systems mapping and systems dynamics modeling can answer this question and help us understand the system’s behavior over time. By understanding the behavior, we can find the causes as to why the economy is not performing well despite everybody’s best effort. Then we can inject a targeted change to improve the system’s future behavior and achieve its goal.

Conventional, reductionist thinking aims to solve everyday, linear problems. For example, if we run out of milk, we need to buy more milk. If the car runs out of gas, we need to fill it up. If our stomach is growling, we need to eat. These are easy-to-fix problems that don’t require a meta-analysis to be fixed, right?

What about the non-linear problems that can’t be fixed with a cause-effect analysis? What is a non-linear problem? For example, predator-prey relationships. Why are rabbits overpopulating? Why are there more crop-eating insects one year after an effective cleansing with pesticides? Why do certain species go extinct? Market reactions are also non-linear. Why is the market reacting better or worse to a new product in certain months?

Complex socioeconomic issues like legalizing marijuana, gay marriage, or gun control laws are also non-linear. A simple “just because this happened, we will do that” kind of thinking, or worse, applied problem-solving attempt, will produce serious consequences. Any change in these matters affects many actors differently. The benefit of one actor may be the loss of another actor. How can you find a common ground with everybody? Systems thinking seeks the solution to these kinds of problems.

Do you feel overwhelmed now, thinking, “Okay, this sounds profound, but I don’t really care about rabbits, pesticides, and drug wars. I just want to fix my own life”? You are right. Learning to think in systems will help you understand all these global issues, but that doesn’t mean you can’t easily transfer its principles to explain and seek solutions to your personal problems. For example, if you run out of milk, you can go and buy another bottle. This action requires only linear, cause-effect thinking. But if you don’t have the money or time to buy another bottle, that’s another issue. You can’t solve this issue by simply saying “I don’t have money because I’m dumb and I can’t find a better-paying job.” or “I have so much to work on that I don’t have time to buy milk.” These problems require a more complex and deeper analysis to find a proper solution. We tend to treat the symptoms of our problems, like borrowing money for milk or taking a day off work as sick leave, but in the long run, these temporary fixes won’t make the problem go away.

Barry Richmond in his book An Introduction to Systems Thinking defines systems thinking as “the art and science of making reliable inferences about behavior by developing an increasingly deep understanding of the underlying structure.”​[iii]

Weinberg, the author of An Introduction of General Systems Thinking, asks three systems thinking questions that could be a good foundation for understanding any issue in any situation. These questions are:


1. Why do I see what I see?

2. Why do things stay the same?

3. Why do things change?​[iv]



In his book, he answers these questions with interesting and thought-provoking examples like the unintended consequences of waste heat from nuclear reactors, or of targeted pesticides (which I will talk about in detail later in this book).

Let’s practice systems thinking unknowingly a little bit. Choose an event from your life. Anything. Now try to answer the three questions above in the light of your chosen event. I chose the following example: The more I travel, the less connection I feel with my friends at home. I feel that while I change a lot, nothing changes at home.

	Why do I see (or feel) what I see (or feel)? 





Because I experience very different things than they do, thus there are fewer common topics for us to connect on.





	Why do things stay the same? 





Even though we don’t share the same experiences, we can still connect on other levels like nostalgia, common acquaintances, and feelings beyond what a traveling lifestyle affects. After all, regardless if we live a settled or nomadic lifestyle, there are human aspects that evolve over time that can connect people. It is incorrect to assume they didn’t change at all and there is nothing left to talk about. Their change simply doesn’t point to the direction of my change. It may have a different dynamic and different priorities.





	Why do things change? 





Things change because by experiencing different things and getting to know more people, I feel I become more understanding, I can accept other cultures better, and I harbor much fewer biases than before. My friends, on the other hand, don’t experience these things, and therefore there is not only a discrepancy in shared experience, but also in worldview. These two differences have an accumulated effect in making us uninterested, or even annoyed with each other.





As you can see, just by having this quick little brainstorming session, I could articulate the problem more accurately than I could just by saying, “My old friends are boring, whatever.” Thanks to these answers, I also found a solution to the problem—which points I should focus on to connect with my old friends. This is a very simple case, of course. 

To solve problems long term, you need to focus on three things, according to Balle, the author of Managing with Systems Thinking: Making Dynamics Work for You in Business Decision Making.


	Detect patterns, not just events.

	Use circular causality (feedback loops, which I will present later in this book).

	Focus on the relationships, rather than the parts.​[v]




Balle focuses on applying systems thinking principles primarily to the workplace. He recognized that typical management solutions are usually treating symptoms, and thus “solved” problems reoccur in the long run. This thesis can be applied to anything, not just mismanagement in organizations. What are the reoccurring problems in your life? Try to think about them from the perspective of Balle’s three points.

The real goal of systems thinking as a discipline is to help you understand and address system problems. As a consequence, you’ll be able to investigate real world problems just as much as your own with a more comprehensive approach and find better solutions. To start, observe models and systems at work in your own life. When and how do they start, where would they end, and how could you improve them?

How to do all this? The following chapters will finally tell you.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1 – The Beginning
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IF I TELL YOU TO THINK about your life, you will probably come up with a picture in your mind of yourself. When I ask you to think about the things you do, suddenly the image in your mind becomes connected to your laptop, your toothbrush, coffee mug, a few people to whom you speak daily, and so on. Is that it? Is that your life? Not really.

Your picture is still not complete. You have myriad other things going on apart from your routine. Let’s put a little more effort into this imagination game. What else is there? I can see you are focusing a lot right now. Your picture becomes a lot more intense. In the middle of your life, you see yourself, then you have your toothbrush, your cellphone, your computer, your boss, the different people you talk to, the news you read, the food you eat, maybe your bed, some cleaning tools, your kids, and much more. Now you can see activities, people, and events connected to your boss too. To the newspaper, you realize you can connect journalists, events, and an institution from where it operates. The toothbrush was made by workers, developed by dental specialists, produced in China (probably, like everything else). The list could go on and on and on.
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