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Systems intelligence is the innate yet learnable capacity 
through which we engage with the diverse systems in our 
lives. Inspiring the reader to nurture this capability in him or 
herself, this book aims to help people engage with the world around 
them from a fresh perspective. It encourages the reader to see 
how we all live in a world of  systems, and steps through 
how we can sense, think and act differently on that basis.

The book presents the eight dimensions of  systems intelligence. 
It looks at how we can better see and understand systems through 
developing our systems perception. It pushes the reader to not just see 
systems around them, but to realize that we can often feel systems at 
work via attunement. It explores how reflection reveals how systems 
shape our thought processes and how we can develop the way we 
think. It reveals the systemic effects of  positive engagement with 
others. It shows how an attitude of  spirited discovery helps improve 
existing systems or create new ways of  doing things. It stresses the 
skills and preparedness required for effective responsiveness within 
systems. It promotes wise action that allows us to work holistically 
with systems, to adopt a long-term perspective when needed, and 
to manage destructive emotions. It underscores the importance of  
a positive attitude to consistently act in systems intelligent ways.

The book focuses on everyday systems like families, 
workplaces and communities. These systems are created 
through our thoughts, actions and connections with 
others. They are systems that shape our lives, but also 
offer the possibility of  us changing them from within.
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Preface 
 
 
 
 
 
This book is about improvement as an innate capability in us humans.  
The aim is to help the reader to become more aware of our astonishing skills 

of systems intelligence – our in-built drive to live with more or less but always with 
some intelligence in the situations and contexts that we encounter as we live our 
life.   

Systems intelligence is about us as active agents. It is about the betterment of 
life. It deals with intelligent behavior in the context and environments involving 
interaction, co-creation, feedback and multifaceted back-and-forth influence.  A 
person acting with systems intelligence engages with the multifarious systemic 
aspects of her life successfully and productively. Experiencing herself as part of a 
whole, she connects with that whole. Influencing the whole while being influenced 
by it, she adjusts to the contexts seeking for an appropriate fit, works her way 
toward survival, growth and success. She fosters her life in the midst of a complex 
set of circumstances, much of the time with considerable productivity and 
intelligence. 

In many ways, systems intelligence celebrates the miracle of life.  It takes 
seriously the ancient promise of philosophy to promote better living through better 
thinking.  While  aware of  the deficits  in  our  systemic abilities,  the chief  message is  
one of reassurance: since early infancy each of us has displayed astonishing abilities 
to connect with our environment, to grow and to make things better through the 
dynamic resources at hand.  We cannot but live in the midst of wholes, i.e., systems, 
and to make the most of it. 

Without potent abilities to connect and co-create, none of us would be here 
or read these lines. Our early endowment for reaching out and attuning to our 
environment has been the foundation of our developmental processes since early 
infancy. It is remarkable that leading researchers in infant studies use the concept of 
a system to describe what may be the single most warmly attuned domain of human 
life, the infant-mother relationship. For us this is paradigmatic: while almost totally 
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ignorant of the objective functioning of her environment, the infant enters a system 
that supports her development and makes possible her growth. Facial mirroring, 
vocal rhythm, spatial orientation, touching and self-touching are among the non-
conceptual means that the baby utilizes as part of her own active participation in 
that dance. Very much a participant and not only an object for influence from 
without, the baby’s systems intelligence facilitates her growth.  

The key words here are growth, betterment, change, intelligence, and 
systems. “System” is a key word because the contexts of our life come in different 
disguises, but it is good to have one word to refer to the various forms of holistic 
dynamisms in the midst of which our life unfolds.  Systemic everyday contexts, 
such as the care of a baby, family, work, personal relationships, friends, an 
encounter on the street with a stranger, hobby, sport, nutrition, economy, various 
forms of spiritual life, our physical body, home, the functioning of a benefit 
organization, musical performance, country, the internet, United Nations, army, the 
natural environment, to name a few, share crucial features with one another. It is 
useful to approach them as “systems”. 

Understood as a system, a whole is somehow more than its parts, and parts 
are different within the whole than when considered separately; relations count 
more than individual parts; with time, something small can grow to something big 
and make the entire system reach a qualitatively higher level. A chief idea of this 
book is that human orientation towards success in wholes is structurally the same 
irrespective of the specific nature of the whole. Irrespective of the system, systems 
intelligence involves a positive attitude, willingness to engage, abilities to perceive 
the system, eagerness to take action and also to have an eye for the longer term, 
sensibilities to attune to the system and its dynamism, an open mind to try things 
out, as well as the meta-level ability for reflection.  

Your systems intelligence is your quintessentially human capability that 
makes use of such core capabilities, and thus builds your creative action-thought 
repertoires for the benefit of succeeding in the systems of your life. Systems 
intelligence is an operative skillset through which you thrive to make your life work 
out and succeed better.  

The aim of the present volume is to help you to reach out to that dimension 
of your betterment. 

The human race has developed tremendously powerful system structures 
that have enormous leverage both positively and negatively. What is called for is 
increased systems awareness, sensibility and intelligence with the man-made 
environments, constructs, institutions, practices and technologies and the natural 
life. With the creation of powerful man-made systems environments, new forms of 
systems  skills  are  taking  high  priority  in  terms  of  success  and  even  survival.  The  
systems intelligence perspective tries to activate the imperatives of our personal 
intelligence in that vital setting. 

We are academic intellectuals deeply concerned with what happens in the 
actual life of people. Ultimately it is only actions that count. Systems intelligence is a 
theory and a conceptual perspective, but it is offered here as catch phrase and an 
intuitive conceptual tool that we hope would benefit the reader’s everyday life and 
orientation to the future.  
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No matter how brilliantly adaptive someone is in the confines of a given life 
system,  say  at  work  or  at  a  hobby,  there  are  always  domains  where  our  systems  
skills  are  less  impressive  than we would like  them to be.  There is  always  room to 
improve – and not only in a particular domain, but more generally in the dimension 
of improvement itself, in the way our life is lived as an integration of thought, 
action and specific systems skills. The more there is complexity to the unfolding 
environment and to us as human beings, the more there is space for growth for our 
systems intelligence. 

We hope you will find this book illuminating and stimulating. Our hope is 
that you would find it humorous, surprising, delightful and empowering. And, 
above all, we hope you will find something of yourself from the following pages – 
as an astonishing complex system capable of being better, better.  

 
 
 

 
Helsinki, Finland, November 2014 
 
 
 
 
Raimo P. Hämäläinen, Rachel Jones and Esa Saarinen 
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A baby is born. Within hours, she is 
already tracking movement in her 
environment, attending to its rhythms, 
anticipating and sending signals and even 
reading her caregivers’ intentions. Connected 
to her immediate surroundings and her 
parents without any effort, the baby is an 
active participant in her own growth. She is 
already engaged with, shaped by, and an 
essential part of a system.  

The  family  she  has  joined  now  differs  
from the family that existed just one week 

before. The woman is now a mother. The man is now a father. The lover is now a 
parent. The couple is now a family. The natural act of birth has given them new 
identities, individually and collectively. They see themselves and each other 
differently. They think and feel about each other in new ways. They do things 
differently. Even though fundamentally nothing about them has changed, in some 
ways everything about them has changed. A new system has replaced the old 
system.  

The parents perceive and interact in fresh ways with what once seemed 
ordinary aspects of their immediate environment. The elevator they used to think 
was an unnecessary luxury is now a welcome necessity. The big vase on the coffee 
table poses a risk. The once-annoying cries of the toddler across the hall represent a 
future playmate. The visually striking designer coffee table becomes conspicuous 
because  of  its  sharp  edges.  Is  the  inner  city  the  place  to  live  with  an  infant?  The  
upbeat  road  they  live  on,  with  its  busy  nightlife,  doesn’t  seem  like  such  a  great  
location anymore. They see the familiar with new eyes. Their systems perception has 
transformed. 
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Even  more  remarkably,  there  is  the  child  that  reaches  out  and  calls  for  
immediate interaction. Baby talk is heard from the father, perhaps feared at work 
for his curt no-nonsense style. But as he attunes himself to their infant, entering a 
shared field of experience and exchange of oral sounds, the man is transformed. 
What other way is there to be rhythmically in sync with your daughter in infancy? 
The infant, unable to control her movements, still manages to engage the parents in 
a mutual dance of gestures and eye-to-eye connectedness of considerable subtlety. 
Her eyes follow keenly the actions of her mother, taking delight in what she expects 
to be the mother’s tender movement forward. She gurgles as her mother comes in 
sight, playfully participating in the joint game of movement, sound and 
connectivity.  

The baby, with astonishing capabilities of “systemicity,” as one leading 
researcher put it, responds to and connects with her environment and the people 
near her. Without any “knowledge” of the system in which she lives, she is 
effectively and actively an integral part of forces that shape her at the same times 
she is shaping them. She participates in the processes through which her growth 
takes place and fundamentally affects the parents who in their micro behaviors 
reflect the needs of their baby. All three enter a process that calls for adjustment, 
tuning in and constant engagement.  

Suddenly functioning as nurturers involves the new parents reorienting 
themselves to time. Career and vacation plans, once so important and all-
consuming, will become secondary to those related to the child’s wellbeing. They 
will consider work differently, juggling competing demands with new priorities. 
Some hours will feel like days; some days 
will pass in the blink of an eye. Time alone 
and time for being a couple will be valued 
differently. There is a longer perspective 
when it comes to making decisions. What 
are the consequences of feeding her this 
food or that food? Which vaccinations 
should we administer? Are we spending 
enough time with our child? The parents 
know that every action in the present can 
have a consequence in their baby’s future. 
Wise action that acknowledges achieving results takes time will be called for in the 
system. 

It won’t be long before the family realizes that the system of caretaking, the 
system of the infant’s growth, has a life of its own. Importantly, the parents cannot 
dictate their own will upon the infant if the process is to continue, but have to 
adjust themselves to a higher-level authority dictated by the mysteries of the infant’s 
development. The daily rhythm of the family’s existence will be driven by this little 
person’s needs. Feeds and sleeps, diaper changes and cries, will shape the structure 
of a day. The couple will utilize effective responsiveness as they deal to the needs of each 
moment in the best way they can.  

As part of this new family system, the parents will begin to think and act 
differently. They will need to learn patience, find humor in what once would have 
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caused frustration, take delight in the simplest of pleasures. But baby’s arrival will 
not  only  affect  them.  Others  will  have  to  adjust  to  the  new  family  member,  too.  
Employers, friends, relatives may have to adapt to the new demands put on the 
household. A positive attitude will help everyone navigate the ups and downs of their 
new life.  

Tenderly, the mother and father will amuse and entertain, embrace and 
support, their new baby. They will shy away from harsh words and sharp tones, 
focusing instead on lovingly whispered utterances and soothing cadences. They will 
instinctively seek positive engagement with their child as they nurture her growth. 
Needing support themselves, the couple will also seek out positive engagement 
with others. They will likely gravitate towards other couples with children, shared 
experiences binding them together. Grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins 
will  develop  roles  over  time  as  the  new  family  makes  choices  about  the  kinds  of  
connections they want, as the new baby responds warmly to particular individuals. 
Everyone involved will contribute to the new system as it unfolds. 

There is no blueprint for how this family will work their new circumstances 
out.  They  will  handle  each  situation  as  it  emerges.  They  will  try  things  out,  
delighting in successes, learning from failures. Their spirited discovery will  be  
strengthened as they see what works and doesn’t work. Together, the three of them 
will adjust what they do based on the consequences of their actions. The parents 
won’t just be focused on solving problems, however. They will also want to create 
possibilities for their child. It won’t be enough to simply feed the baby; they will 
want to give her the most nutritious food. It won’t be enough for their child to go 
to daycare; they will want to ensure that she has the best experiences possible. For 
the parents, with their fully developed capacity for thought, reflection will help them 
to understand their experiences, their hopes, the changes in their world. 

The arrival of an infant is a life-altering experience. Yet, despite being first 
time parents, this new family will figure it out. They will work together to raise their 
child well, and they will always be on the lookout for ways they could be a better 
family, a better system. At the same time as they shape the infant’s course through 
life, their child will mold their own growth, fully participating in the system that 
emerges. 

And should a sibling come along down the track, the family unit will shift 
again. Malleable and elastic, it and the people who create it will stretch to 
accommodate a new arrival. Each person will establish their place, and they will 
evolve together. 

As they learn to act more effectively, and at the same strive to improve the 
ways they can be better in their family life, then they are sensing, thinking and 
acting with systems intelligence. 

Systems intelligence is the capacity we have as humans to figure out what 
works in the emergent situations and environments of our lives. It allows us to 
adjust and to anticipate, to look out for and to initiate change, to enter into mutual 
processes and to co-create situations. It is an intangible fundamental capability in 
our human constitution that allows us to adapt, survive, succeed and thrive within 
contexts and situations even when they are largely beyond our control and 
cognitive reach.  
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Systems Intelligence 
This book presents our innate systems intelligence as a powerful core of our 

being. Our aim is to convince you of the functioning of capabilities that are 
deceptively familiar and still far-reaching and nothing short of ingenious in their 
intertwined effects. Yet these magnificent forces often remain hidden from our 
conscious focus.  

Living with systems intelligence is at its heart about successfully living in 
situations, contexts and environments, typically with other people and subject to 
forces that are overwhelming and unknown to us. The foremost species on earth, 
we do succeed much of the time and often in ways that improve our situation as 
well as the situation of those who matter to us. The holistic, surprisingly efficient 
systemic capabilities that step in place as soon as we are born connect us to our 
environment from the point of view of adaptation, growth and living together. But 
somewhere during our development our holistic, innate systems intelligence 
becomes obscured by a fragmented worldview. That innate systems intelligence 
does not disappear, though.  It continues to form the basis of our existence in an 
unrecognized capacity that awaits revitalization.  

Becoming more keenly aware of our tacit systems intelligence makes us 
capable of taking advantage of its tremendous leverage potential and positive 
change. It opens the door to improve our experiences, and to learn to sense life and 
its potentials more fully. Life is about adaptation, togetherness, connectivity and 

success. When appreciating more 
fully the general functioning of our 
innate systems intelligence we gain 
insight into the process of 
improving our lives not only in 
some specific context but from the 
point of view of the very process of 
improvement itself. By becoming 
more systems intelligent we learn to 
live better, better.  

A human baby is born with 
many of the dimensions of systems 
intelligence. She immediately makes 

connections to others revealing her systems perception. She attunes to the moods 
of her caregivers and positively engages with them. She responds effectively to her 
environment and engages with her world with the open curiosity of spirited 
discovery even without knowing any language. Though unable to think of longer 
time frames, her every action is oriented towards her growth, and, over time, she 
will develop cognitively and become capable of both projection and reflection.  

It is tempting to dismiss a baby’s responsiveness to her immediate 
environment as something of relevance only to a helpless infant who relies on the 
care of others for her very survival. As adults, our ability to stand as independent 
individuals seems to nullify the need for these systems capabilities. They key word 
here is “seems” because in fact as adults we, too, participate in a systemic world. 
Our big mistake is to think that we are isolated from the systems we live in by our 



 

 15 

 
Introduction 

 

capacity for independent thought, when in reality we are connected to our 
environment and others as tightly as a baby is to hers. Our adult life naively takes us 
away from and obscures our innate systems intelligence leading us to a kind of 
systems idiocy. 

Take the example of our workplaces. Some years ago, the concept of 
“emotional intelligence” led to a revolutionary breakthrough in how people saw 
organizations.1 Suddenly, we started paying attention to the idea that workplaces are 
not just production or service facilities but are places where people go to connect, 
to interact, to live. Organizations are full of humans experiencing the full range of 
human emotions. That such an idea was so revolutionary points to how separated 
we have become from our fundamental human capacities. Not acknowledging the 
rich texture of human experience led to many organizations ignoring a holistic view 
of humans and their relationship to one another and their environment. It led to 
systems idiocy.  

The systems intelligent alternative calls for organizations to encourage 
attunement, positive engagement and all the other dimensions of systems 
intelligence that nourish us as human beings.  For, as you will have noticed, the 
family with a newborn is but one instance of a human system. Couples, schools, 
workplaces, sports teams, social clubs, orchestras, and neighborhoods – all these 
groups of individuals functioning together as wholes can be described with the 
term system and we act in them with greater or lesser intelligence. The challenge is to 
take those capabilities, develop them and learn to do better, better.  

 
 

What is Systems Intelligence? 
 
Systems Intelligence is defined as our ability to behave intelligently in the 
context of complex systems involving interaction, dynamics and feedback. 
When we act systems intelligently we engage successfully and productively 
with the holistic feedback mechanisms of our environment. We perceive 
ourselves as part of a whole, noticing the influence of the whole upon us as 
well  as  our  own  influence  upon  the  whole.  Because  we  observe  our  own  
interdependence in the feedback intensive environment, we are able to act 
intelligently. 
 
The concept was introduced by Professors Raimo P. Hämäläinen and Esa 
Saarinen  of  Aalto  University  in  Helsinki.  If  you  are  interested  in  the  
academic papers on Systems Intelligence go to 
http://systemsintelligence.aalto.fi.  Much research has been done on the 
topic, including the development of a self-evaluation instrument. If you 
would like to measure your own Systems Intelligence you can find the test 
on the website. www.systemsintelligence.aalto.fi/test 
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Understanding systems intelligence changes 
the way we see ourselves, allowing us to more fully 
appreciate the existing capabilities we have and 
motivate us to improve them. Perceiving the 
systems we live in enables us to see the world 
through a new lens, a lens that helps us to interact 
better in the world. We can, in the words of 
pioneering systems scholar Donella Meadows, learn 

to dance with systems.2 The idea of dancing with 
systems is something that professionals in a 
number of academic fields have embraced. A 
well-known example is management expert Peter 
Senge whose groundbreaking book The Fifth 
Discipline introduced thinking about systems to 
organizations. 3  The systems thinking approach 
has since been applied extensively in management 
and encouraged in relation to the environment.4 
Now, through awakening our personal systems intelligence, dancing with systems 
becomes possible in our daily life, too.    

The systems intelligent perspective emphasizes the fundamentally contextual 
and relational nature of intelligence. An action that is intelligent works because it 
finds a fit with a host of relevant others factors supplied by the context. In another 
situation, perhaps only slightly different, the same action might not be successful at 
all. Intelligence depends on the environment, and systems intelligence refers to the 
human capability of making a virtue out of the inescapability of life as an embedded 
affair.  

Our focus shows success and survival always requires something beyond the 
intelligence  of  the  creature  or  the  action  itself.  This  something  we  refer  to  as  a  
system. Thus "system" is an umbrella term for the family of entities customarily 
referred to as "context," "environment," "neighborhood," "situation," 
"circumstances," and the like. Clearly, the concept of a system is not new. What is 
new, groundbreaking even, is to draw attention to the fact that we always live in the 
midst  of  and  create  systems.  All  the  time.  Every  day.  All  of  us.  We  can  all  see  
systems in varying ways. And we all act with varying degrees of intelligence 
according to the system we are in.  

Given that some systems are local and some are global, some are micro and 
some are macro, some of them are relevant now but not relevant tomorrow, 
systems intelligence is a super-capability of calculating options, figuring out 
alternatives, of framing situations and anticipating future processes. In 
microseconds, those imaginings allow us to live in the contexts of our life, most of 
the time spectacularly well. Systems intelligence is the fundamentally human 
capability of implementing change – of making life work and making us work with 
what life delivers us. 

Yet, even if we think we are making life work, we often could do better. 
Adjusting our behavior as we move from one system to another is instinctive for us 
– that’s our innate systems intelligence in action. Most of the time we are content 
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with our choices, accepting the ups and downs of life in systems, but sometimes we 
aim to improve our capabilities. Typically, that involves celebrating a small 
improvement here, a slightly better outcome there. Few of us, however, push 
ourselves to test the limits of our capacities within systems. Yet, there is little doubt 
that with just minimal effort we could make much more intelligent choices with 
respect to the contexts we find ourselves in. We can make ourselves better at being 
better. 

The types of change a new baby stimulates occur around transformative 
events in other systems, too. When new players are recruited to a sports team, 
when a new manager arrives at work, when we move into a new neighborhood 
previously predictable and comfortable patterns of existence are disrupted. If we 
dip into the treasure chest that is our systems intelligence we find a portfolio of 
skills that enable us to embrace those changes, as well as our everyday lives, 
positively. The challenge is to not just rely on unconsciously manifesting our 
systems intelligence, but to bring this portfolio of skills to the fore in our lives so 
we can develop it more fully.  

To do that we can make ourselves more aware of the range of skills we have 
and how we can best use them in harmony with the systems in our life. What if we 
started to notice what we do really well in one system and bring that skill into a new 
context? What if we identified a weakness in how we handle conflict situations at 
work but recognized that we can import the capabilities we have at home to be 
more effective at work? And, because we are attending to how we do things, what 
if we paid attention not just to how we can be better but how we can become better 
at being better. With systems intelligence we open up a range of skills we can use in 
different domains to activate our personal growth. So systems intelligence offers a 
higher-level  perspective,  looking at  not  just  how we can better  our  lives,  but  how 
we can better the bettering of our lives. It gives us a way of being intelligent about 
being intelligent. 

When considering intelligence, most people automatically think of their 
intelligent quotient or IQ. IQ aims to measure people’s inherent cognitive abilities, 
particularly their analytical, mathematical and spatial abilities. Over the last few 
decades, however, a more general perspective about intelligence has gained 
prominence.5 In the 1980s, Harvard professor of cognition and education Howard 
Gardner wrote an influential book advocating multiple intelligences.6 This book, 
Frames of Mind, opens by asking the reader to expand their ideas about what 
typically constitutes intelligence and think freely about the capabilities of the chess 
player, the violinist, and the athlete. How do we account for talents in these 
endeavors? IQ only measures a limited aspect of human capacity and leaves us 
without a way to acknowledge individuals’ talents in music, language, and 
movement, amongst other areas. Gardner challenged his readers to see intelligence 
as a rich and varied capacity that can be developed, not only as a genetically 
determined skill that we are born with. 

Undeniably, there are more possibilities and more challenges in life that can 
be addressed by our intellectual abilities alone. That’s where systems intelligence 
comes in. Systems intelligence complements and extends earlier work on 
intelligences, sharing the idea that humans have a range of capacities, but also 
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pointing to a higher-level ability related to living in a systemic world.7 We are always 
part of systems. What’s more, we can act intelligently within those systems. Systems 
intelligence involves understanding and improving the ways in which we act with 
our emotions and relate to others. But it also acknowledges the social, 
organizational, and physical structures that shape our behavior, and the possibilities 
we have for action in those. Just think how the make-up of a sports teams, the 
hierarchy of a workplace, or the layout of a house affect what goes on in each of 
those contexts. Or how the arrival of a new baby changes our world. 

Systems intelligence is grounded in Gardner’s premise that intelligence is 
something  we  can  develop.  Sure,  it  is  a  capability  that  is  innate  to  us,  but  with  
practice  and  effort  we  can  always  extend  ourselves.  Our  skills,  orientations,  and  
qualities are not fixed. This idea seems 
straightforward but consider how 
often we describe others and 
ourselves as if we were static. He’s 
decisive. She’s an optimist. I am outgoing. 
While we may have general tendencies 
towards these attributes, we also have 
the capacity to be other things, at 
other times, in other situations. What 
we are capable of is open to constant 
redefinition. We actually have the 
choice to act any way at any time. 
Realizing this opens up to us many 
more possibilities than a narrow self-
definition offers.  

Just as we tend to fix a version of ourselves, we are also prone to fixing a 
version of the systems we live in in our own minds, and then we tend to assume 
that our version is shared by others. We think we know how our relatives see the 
family systems, our friends see our friendships, our colleagues see our workplace, 
and so on. Life systems are not physical entities. They are not stable; they have no 
set boundaries. As a result we can only have our own assumptions about how 
things will go when we interact in those systems, and those assumptions drive our 
behavior, sometimes closing off the possibilities for other things to occur. 

But as the birth of a baby shows, a system is not fixed. A family, or any other 
system, is redefined in a moment by a major event like the introduction of a child. 
However, it can also be shaped by the daily decisions and actions of its members. 
Through active engagement we sculpt and create systems. Like people, they shift 
and alter over time, sometimes dramatically but more often imperceptibly and 
incrementally. Indeed, people and systems shape one another, evolving together, 
each influencing the other. Often what we see as fixed is only the visible part of a 
system – beneath the surface lay emotions and relationships that when influenced 
bring about changes. 

Living better in the inescapable systems of our lives is about experiencing 
and influencing changes, adapting our behavior to the new situation as it emerges, 
and finding ways to flourish in these dynamic conditions. We do that unconsciously 
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all the time – that is our natural systems intelligence at work. But it’s also possible 
to  bring  that  set  of  skills  to  the  conscious  part  of  our  minds.  We  can  move  to  a  
higher level of engagement that involves us thinking about our thinking, attending 
more fully to our environment and bettering the ways we have available to improve 
our lives. When we do this, we are engaging our systems intelligence. 

 

The Eight Dimensions of Systems Intelligence  
There are eight dimensions to our systems intelligence.8 Each chapter of this 

book explores a different dimension. Drawing on examples of systems intelligent 
behavior in real life, Being Better, Better illustrates the amazing possibilities for 
intervention that a systems lens opens. Inevitably, we are all more proficient in 
some dimensions than others. Just because we have preferences for behaving in 
certain ways, however, does not mean that we cannot learn to act differently. 
Improving  in  just  one  dimension  that  may  not  come  naturally  to  us  can  give  us  
enormous leverage. It helps us to strengthen ourselves. It gives us more options so 
we have a portfolio of actions available to us that we can select from in any given 
context. 

Many of the skills covered within each dimension will be familiar to you. 9  
 
 

The Eight Dimensions of Systems Intelligence 
 
Systems Perception: Our ability to see the systems around us; 
 
Attunement: The capability we have to feel and tune into systems; 
 
Reflection: Our capacity to reflect on our thoughts and think about our 
thinking; 
 
Positive Engagement: The character of our communicative interactions; 
 
Spirited Discovery: Passionate engagement with new ideas; 
 
Effective Responsiveness: Our talent at taking timely, appropriate actions; 
 
Wise Action: Our ability to behave with understanding and a long time 
horizon;  
 
Positive Attitude: Our overall approach to life in systems. 
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What is unique about the systems intelligent perspective is that it unites these 
skills under the common purpose of engaging effectively with systems. The 
integrated dimensions extend the focus of personal growth from the more typical 
“getting along better with others” to the higher-level “creating better systems better 
with others.”  

The significance of this shift in focus should not be underestimated. Systems 
exert  a  powerful  influence over  our  lives;  they take on a  kind of  life  of  their  own.  
Somehow the setting we are in seems to limit the possibilities of our actions. We 
may freely praise our children when they do well, for example, but hold back from 
praising a great taxi driver, or shop assistant, or waiter. Somehow the latter contexts 
usually tell us not to give compliments even though they cost us nothing and create 
a positive atmosphere. Similarly, we may be full of creative ideas when it comes to 
contributing to the community group we belong to, but somehow at work our 
creativity can be dulled by the bureaucratic atmosphere. Settings – systems – affect 
our performance. 

Being alert to the influence of systems on our behavior opens up new 
possibilities for us. We can learn to see, think and behave differently. We can do 
better not just in the moment but also across systems, as we develop skills that help 
us to flourish in any systemic setting. Within each dimension is a cluster of specific 
skills that we can draw on as we orient ourselves to the systemic level of life. It is 
this higher-level orientation that pushes us to grow and gives us the framework in 
which we can do better at doing better. Systems intelligence calls for expanding the 
way we sense, think about and act in systems. 

It may sound simple, but approaching life with 
this higher-level orientation (being sensitive to our 
environment, thinking about thinking, acting instead 
of reacting) will prove revolutionary. We can shake 
off the feeling of being unable to make a difference, 
of being oppressed by external forces. Instead we 
know we have the power to instigate change, both in 
ourselves and in the communities we live in. We can 
learn  to  resist  negative  systems.  We  can  figure  out  
how to positively contribute to inspiring systems. We 

can even create new systems to fulfill needs as they arise. 
The  eight  dimensions  are  skills  that  overlap  and  feed  into  one  another.  As  

you read, you will see the recurrent themes of sensing, thinking and acting. You will 
recognize skill areas that you are strong in and those that could do with more 
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development. You might even notice that in some systems you do well in some 
dimensions, while in other contexts different skills come to the fore. The challenge 
is to become able to deliberately carry skills from setting to setting. If you want to 
assess your own systems intelligence at this point, you can take the questionnaire 
available on the web at www.systemsintelligence.info. The quiz gives you a 
snapshot of your current level of systems intelligence, including your strengths and 
challenges. 

 
 
 

 

Sensing 
 
This involves learning to experience the world with a systems lens. Typically 
we regard ourselves as independent, autonomous individuals. But if we 
adopt a systems lens, instead of seeing ourselves as separate from everyone 
else we begin to perceive connections between others and ourselves. 
Sometimes those connections are pretty obvious – like the ties we have with 
our family – but others are less so – like the connections we have with fellow 
public transport users or shoppers. Most of us don’t look for the systems 
around us on a daily basis. Therefore we don’t always make conscious 
decisions about how to act based on what we know about those systems. We 
can learn to see systems. But perception is about more than just sight – we 
can also improve our ability to feel or attune to systems. We do this 
intuitively at times, such as when we walk into a party and figure out how to 
join in, but we can teach ourselves to do it more often and more insightfully. 
The chapters Seeing Systems and Attunement offer ways of sensing the 
systems we live in.  
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Thinking 
Sensing  the  systems  we  live  in  helps  us  to  think  about  how to  act  systems  
intelligently. It is helpful to become more aware of and articulate about our 
thoughts, to think about our thinking. Our ability to be reflective, to bring 
our attention to the way our mind operates, enhances our life in systems. 
With reflectiveness we can override the automatic processes of our brains 
that sometimes limit us. We can adopt new perspectives, understand our 
own thought processes and engage in self-reflection. These skills broaden 
our horizons and develop our cognitive powers and are explored in 
Reflection. 
 
Being armed with a fresh way of experiencing and thinking about the world 
is the basis for acting better, better. Sensing and thinking about how the 
systems  we  engage  with  function  gives  us  options  about  how  we  can  do  
better, so our attitude changes. We begin to see opportunities to try new 
things and see how they go. When we understand that we live in the midst of 
systems we learn to purposely act in situations instead of simply react to 
them. We also open up new possibilities for being proactive, for being 
creative and adventurous. We utilize our ability to create systems. Our 
outlook becomes more positive. Positive Engagement, Spirited Discovery, 
Effective Responsiveness, Wise Action and Positive Attitude identify the 
actions and attitudes that work effectively together to help us make systems 
intelligent choices. 

The Promise 
When  we  become  a  parent  for  the  first  time  our  skills  seem  to  expand  

overnight. We find more in us than we ever expected. The creation of a new family 
system reveals capabilities we didn’t know we had and also provides a platform for 
us to import skills from other areas of our life. Parenthood stretches us, challenges 
us, improves us. We don’t have to rely on such a dramatic change to bring out the 
best in us. By purposely engaging with the concept of systems intelligence, we can 
stretch, challenge ourselves and improve on a daily basis.  

We already have systems skills. We live in and create systems all the time and 
we have the ability to work with and act in them. What this book does is make that 
ability more visible. In doing so, it offers ways to improve how we get along in the 
systems of our lives. Even if a system appears to have a life of its own, it actually 
responds to the actions of its members just as they adapt their behavior to the 
system. The eight, interrelated dimensions of our systems intelligence provide a 
framework  through  which  we  can  enrich  our  possibilities  for  action.  When  we  
adopt the systems intelligence lens, we see the opportunities we have for bringing 
skills from context to context, allowing us to be better at being better.  
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Systems Perception 
“In nature nothing exists alone.” ~ Rachel Carson10 

 
 
 

  
Imagine a world in which no birds sing. A lifeless and withered countryside. 

A  place  where  blight  crosses  the  land  and  the  shadow  of  death  lingers  over  
communities. That’s what scientist Rachel Carson did. Prompted by a letter from a 
friend describing the death of numerous birds around her neighborhood, Carson 
envisaged a world without birdsong. The alarming possibility that her imaginings 
might come true motivated her to research, write and publish one of the most 
influential books of the twentieth century. 

Carson had long had an interest in the natural world. Beginning her career as 
an aquatic biologist, she soon turned her passion for science writing into her main 
profession. In the late 1950s, Carson began to take increasing notice of emerging 
environmental problems. An aerial spraying of the pesticide dichloro-diphenyl-
tricloro-ethane (DDT) that poisoned the local wildlife had provoked her friend’s 
letter. Carson knew that pesticide use in general had dramatically increased in the 
wake of World War Two as research on chemical weapons looked for profitable 
outlets in peacetime. She researched the topic extensively. She consulted with many 
government scientists, read the scientific literature widely and began to talk to 
health professionals. She quickly formed a rich overall picture of the emerging 
situation. 

Previously, Carson’s writing intended to teach people to marvel at the beauty 
of the natural world, but she felt compelled to change her focus and warn the 
public about the reckless use of synthetic pesticides like DDT. Appearing in 1962, 
Silent Spring voiced Carson’s fears that the increasing and unregulated use of toxic 
pesticides would irrevocably change the natural world. Serialized by The New Yorker 
and chosen as a Book-of-the-Month Club must read, Silent Spring came to have an 
enormous impact at all levels of American society. In effect, it became the book 
that launched the modern environmental movement. 

The  goal  of  Silent Spring was to make the public aware that pesticides were 
harming not only pests, but birds, animals and humans, too. Carson reminded the 
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ordinary  reader  that  the  natural  world  is  a  delicate  ecology,  a  system in  which  all  
parts depend upon one another to function effectively as a whole. 11  The 
government, agricultural scientists, and companies involved in manufacturing and 
using pesticides like DDT were, in Carson’s eyes, negatively affecting nature, 
perhaps irreversibly. She compellingly described the devastating effects of ill-
considered human actions on the health of the overall system. 

As a scientist, Rachel Carson was trained to see the systems around her. She 
knew that dropping DDT on large swathes of farmland would not only kill the 
pests it was targeting but would also have an impact on other wildlife, the soil, the 
water and all the other natural systems it touched. Her goal was to find out what 
that impact was and communicate it to the public. Unlike Carson, most of us are 
not scientists. For us, perceiving the systems we live within is not always second 
nature. Yet we have the ability to see the patterns of relationships that form 
systems, and that ability enhances our power to act intelligently within them.  

While Carson was primarily interested in the world of ecosystems, it is not 
only in nature that we find systems. The social world is also organized into systems. 
We humans are systems creatures, connected to many others through the various 
social  groups  we  participate  in.  Once  we  sense  the  systemic  nature  of  our  
environment we can start to purposefully add systems intelligent behavior to our 
innate  systems  engagement.  The  first  step  in  opening  up  our  senses  is  to  start  
looking at the world differently.  

 
Seeing Systems 

Systems perception is not complicated. It is about looking for the organizing 
patterns of interconnection – the systems – that have an enormous impact on how 
we get on in life. In the academic world, systems research is about the analysis and 
study of the organizational whole of relationships between interdependent 
components.12 To put it more simply, it is about what happens when things interact 
with one another. In Silent Spring Rachel Carson focused on a fairly obvious system. 
She wanted to know what happened when synthetic pesticides were introduced in 
large amounts into the natural world. 

When DDT was introduced it became a new input for the systems of nature. 
What would happen to nature’s normal output as a result of this new addition, 
wondered Carson? She wanted to understand both the immediate impact and the 
long-term consequences; she wanted to grasp the big picture. So Carson looked at 
the health of birds, other animals and humans to see what feedback nature was 
providing about the pesticide use. Carson knew the effects could take time to 
manifest and so researched what had happened in places some years after DDT had 
been used. She found unintended consequences of the pesticide’s use. One of these 
was a reduction in the product’s effectiveness. Sure DDT killed the pests it was 
intended  to,  at  least  for  the  first  few  years,  but  within  a  decade  insects  had  
developed resistance to the chemicals. Moreover, DDT accumulated throughout 
the food chain. Crops dusted with DDT were eaten by chickens that laid eggs that 
were eaten by women who breastfed their babies who in turn began life with 
DDT’s chemicals in their bodies – and no one knew the effect of this accumulation 
of toxins on human health.  
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For those of us who have lived in a world where environmental concerns are 
prominent Carson’s approach may seem pretty obvious. But in the 1960s her 
outlook was radical. The American people had been sold a dream of progress. 
Science and technology was going to give humans complete mastery over the 
environment. It was a blinkered approach that valued immediate results, glossing 
over long term and possible unintended consequences. Silent Spring helped lead to a 
rethink of advances in science as the panacea to all ills. It showed the ordinary 
person that tinkering with natural systems had effects that hadn’t been reckoned 
with. It made the general public want to proceed with caution, and consider the 
impact of human interventions on nature. 

Nowadays most of us accept that human actions affect the environment, 
even if we disagree about the exact details. We have essentially adopted a systems 
view of how nature and humanity interact. We grasp that the connected, 
interdependent parts of a system affect each other, that actions can result in 
unintended consequences, that it can take time for the impact of actions to be felt 
and that they make take surprising routes. The challenge now is for us to extend 
that perspective to the wider world of systems so we can make intelligent choices 
about how we act in those systems, too.  

 
 

 
 

 

Social Systems 
Social systems are driven by the collective power of human minds in tandem 

with the physical world. Consider a school, for example. Schools consist of physical 
things like buildings, grounds, and equipment. But more important than these, 
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schools have people – pupils, teachers, parents of the children, administration staff, 
principals, cleaners, and so on. Many interdependent relationships between these 
individuals make up the school. A school has inputs like the daily actions of all the 
people who make up the school, as well as the contributions of the parents’ support 
at home. A school also has outputs. The most obvious intended output of a school 
is well-educated children, but we also hope that it produces children who work well 
with others and are able to interact successfully in the social world, happy teachers 
and a satisfied community. Taking a wider perspective, schools also have outputs in 
terms of maintaining culture and contributing to economic growth by educating 
people. 

As  in  other  types  of  systems,  the  actions  of  the  individuals  in  the  school  
system affect both each other and the school as a whole. A single disruptive child 
can change the dynamics of a classroom and negatively affect the experience of 
others in that room. By the same token, a single highly motivated teacher may have 
an overwhelmingly positive effect on the pupils he or she teaches. Schools also 
provide feedback on their performance, through report cards and test results, for 
example. Feedback can also be quite delayed. It might be several years after leaving 
a particular classroom that a child’s parents realize their youngster has developed a 
love of reading or compassion and empathy for others.  

While all schools have the same basic structure they also have some 
variations.  No  two  schools  will  be  identical,  even  if  they  have  the  same  kind  of  
buildings, the same funding, the same organizational rules and regulations. How 
could they be the same? When the participants – the people – in the systems are 
different, then the systems are different. Even parents, who don’t physically attend 
so whom you might think of as peripheral, have an effect on the school, and it also 
affects them. The greater environment also plays a role in how the systems vary. An 
urban school and a rural school will be different, as will a school set in a low socio-
economic neighborhood versus in a wealthy area. 

Not only are any two schools different, but a single school system also looks 
and feels differently to the individual participants. The principal’s experience of a 
school can be significantly different to a pupil’s experience, even though they are 
participating in the same system. Even students in the same class are likely to have 
different perceptions of their school, affected by their particular experiences, their 
families’ points of view and so on. A key aspect of our systems perception is to see 
that not only do instances of the same kind of system differ from one another, but 
that every individual’s experience of the same system can also be different.  

While a school is an easily recognized example of many individuals acting as 
a greater unit, a system, this phenomenon of people coming together through 
various  connections  surrounds  us  in  both  formal  and  informal  ways.  We  can  see  
this just by taking a few minutes to think about how society is organized. 
Individuals begin life born into groups called families, which come in a variety of 
forms and follow assorted rules and traditions depending on culture and 
circumstances. We not only belong to family systems, however. As we go through 
life  we  develop  a  range  of  social  networks  by  befriending  others.  We  attend  and  
participate in various institutions like sports clubs, community organizations, and 
social groups. We take jobs and meet new groups of people we call workmates or 
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colleagues. We identify ourselves as belonging to a particular culture and often also 
to a subculture. We see ourselves as members of a local community, a profession, a 
language group, a nation, perhaps even a group of nations. 

Even our relationship with our spouse or romantic partner creates a social 
system. When we establish a romantic partnership we join two individuals together 
to create a third entity, a system – the couple. The you and me becomes an us. Of 
course, a couple still consists of two individuals, but it is also a separate unit in its 
own right. Think about how interactions with others change when you are 
partnered.  People  begin  to  treat  what  was  previously  two  individuals  as  a  single  
entity. The couple interacts differently with the world – sometimes they act as 
individuals  and sometimes they act  as  a  twosome,  as  parents  who have worked at  
presenting a united front to their children know. Entering a relationship means 
becoming part of a system, and the dynamics of that system are different to the 
dynamics of singleness. Developing systems perception helps us to negotiate those 
changes and balance the needs of different systems.   

We can marry, we have citizenship in 
a particular country, we enroll in schools and 
join sports teams. All these systems 
represent official, fairly long-lasting 
groupings. But new systems are also created 
fairly regularly because they are an effective 
means of organization for dealing with 
complex issues. Companies come and go, as 
do activist groups, bands, and social 
movements. These types of systems typically 
arise out of a particular set of circumstances, 
or in response to particular needs. They can 
come about through collective action, but 
they can also be created by the actions of a 
single individual. Environment Online 

(ENO) is a great example of social system that has emerged from a single teacher’s 
desire  to teach children how to care  about  climate  change.  Founded in Finland in  
2002, ENO is now a virtual network of schools worldwide working for sustainable 
development and organizes tree planting days around the globe.13  

Systems can also emerge out of the coming together of like-minded people. 
In times of crisis previously unconnected people will often band together to deal 
with the situation at hand. In the 1980s, a small group of Californian surfers united 
in an effort to maintain their local coastal environment. Now, thirty years later this 
small community group has become the global grassroots coastal protection 
organization, Surfrider.14 Similarly, famous British musicians and singers formed a 
temporary  group  named  Band  Aid  in  1984  to  release  a  single  to  raise  funds  for  
Ethiopia  when  it  was  in  the  grip  of  a  major  famine.  Even  in  our  own  
neighborhoods, when people come together to work on a community garden or 
watch one another’s houses while they are on holiday they effectively create 
systems. 
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We even create systems unintentionally. Every encounter we have with one 
another generates a system. When you visit the hairstylist, the person cutting your 
hair and you produce a temporary system. For the length of the haircut, you affect 
one another, interacting together to produce the desired result – a hairstyle you can 
live with. Similarly, attendees at a concert form a temporary system. Though 
connected only by their desire to listen to a particular musician, for the duration of 
the concert they will be members of a system. Together with the artist, the audience 
will share emotional and physical responses to the music, only to disperse again at 
the end of the show. Systems may be formal or informal, long-lasting or temporary, 
created by individuals or by collective action, but one thing is for sure – they are all 
around us. 

Consciously perceiving the systems around us is not always a prerequisite for 
intelligent action. Every one of us intuitively and unconsciously engages with 
systems on a  daily  basis,  and often we do so pretty  well.  However,  perceiving the 
systems in  our  lives  enables  us  to form a richer  and more nuanced picture  than if  
we don’t see them. With a sense of the overall picture we are more likely to make 
different choices about what’s going in a given context, what’s essential and what 
matters. Rachel Carson’s systems perception meant she saw the link between the 
failure of a robin’s eggs to hatch and the presence of DDT in the parent birds, and 
she was able to show others that something needed to be done. When we see 
systems, we can bring similar insights to our own lives. 

 

Systems Blindness 
To develop our systems perception, however, we need to overcome our 

tendency to suffer from systems blindness. In the course of our lifetime we 
participate in a wide range of organized systems, some by choice, some by chance, 
some created by ourselves. They are inescapable. And yet, we rarely see our lives as 
influenced and formed by social systems, or as being part of the process of 
influencing and forming those systems. We simply react to stimuli without seeing 
the whole and the consequences of that reactive behavior. No one really teaches us 
about systems and their characteristics. The concept of “system” is barely on our 
radar. Why do we suffer from this blindness towards systems? 

There are a number of reasons that the concept of system is absent from our 
daily lives. For one, the systems we belong to tend to be disguised under other 
names.  We  have  “families”,  we  work  in  “organizations”  and  we  live  in  
“communities.” Because each of these systems has a separate name, we do not 
always see their common characteristics –interdependent parts, networked 
relationships, feedback loops and inputs and outputs. The separate names also 
conceal the dynamic relationships between these systems, making them appear 
physically distinct, unconnected to one another, and separated in time. In addition, 
most of us tend to focus on and react to what is in front of us on a day-to-day 
basis. As a result, we miss seeing the bigger picture that we are connected to.  

Another reason we don’t notice the presence of systems is that we already 
live so naturally within systems that the benefit of increasing our awareness of them 
is not obvious. This laissez-faire approach towards systems applies not just to 
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individuals but also to our society as a whole. Remember your parents sitting you 
down to explain systems to you? Remember your teacher talking about “social 
systems” or “systems thinking” or “systems theory”? Probably not. Systems, and 
big picture thinking in general, have traditionally had a relatively low profile in 
school education curricula (we may not be explicitly exposed to systems concepts 
until we reach higher education and unless we study disciplines like engineering, 
computer science sociology and politics). Even if we do across systems ideas, 
perhaps in the study of ecology, for example, the emphasis is usually on taking a 
bird’s eye view of the systems we study where we are external to the system and all 
seeing.15  

Where we do sense and perceive 
systems in our lives we often see them 
as big and overwhelming. A system, to 
most of us, is a nameless, faceless, 
thing out there that is separate from us. 
We don’t fully understand how it 
works and thus we are suspicious of it. 
It can even feel like something to fight 
or at least complain about. Insurance 
companies, banks, governments, the 
police, the military, healthcare – at 
times we feel as if these huge social 
systems work against rather than for us. We’ve all heard people complain about the 
bureaucracy of any number of large institutions. “That’s the system for you,” “you 
can’t fight the system” or “it’s just me against the system” are reasonably common 
catch cries when we find ourselves stymied by apparently unreasonable processes 
and excessive red tape. It is no coincidence that these phrases are heard much more 
regularly than their more positive counterparts like “what a wonderful system,” “I 
was treated really well by the system,” or “that system really gave me a chance to 
flourish.” Our default is often to be antagonistic towards systems – things that we 
perceive as oppressing us because we usually apply the word only to large entities. 

That’s not altogether 
surprising because large social 
systems can exert pressure on us. We 
feel we have no choice but to comply 
with their expectations of our 
behavior, such as when we dutifully 
fill in our annual tax returns or 
resignedly accept the latest rise in 
bank fees. We become so anchored 
in the systems we know that we do 
not question why they are the way 
they are.  

When we take systems for 
granted they become lost in overfamiliarity. In part that’s because systems are 
features of our lives that mostly predate and mostly outlast us. We belong to many 
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of  them  by  default.  They  help  us  to  create  order  in  what  could  potentially  be  a  
chaotic world filled with disconnected people. We cannot imagine how a society 
could be organized without them. Because they are so familiar to us and we are so 
comfortable in them, we tend not to question how the systems around us function, 
and consequently we can fail to see where we could improve them or our actions 
within them.  

It is easy to become so entrenched in systems that we think we see  that  we 
no longer see the actual system that is. Making an effort to perceive systems creates 
opportunities to make things better. One way we can do that is by experiencing a 
different environment that opens our ideas about how life could be organized 
differently. Just think of those times when you have moved towns or visited 
elsewhere  and  discovered  a  new  way  of  doing  things,  be  it  a  system  of  garbage  
collection, or mail delivery, or metering power. We broaden our systems perception 
because we can see alternatives. 

It is also possible to overestimate our ability to perceive systems. Sometimes 
we think we correctly perceive a system and are acting well in accordance with that. 
But systems intelligence can be counterintuitive. Take the example of golfer Ernie 
Els. A successful professional golfer, he thought his systems perception when it 
came to the relationship between the elements of his sport (golf ball, club, bodily 
movements and so on) was acute. So when Dr Sherylle Calder approached him 
about visualization coaching, a new arm of sports science, Els initially rebuffed her. 
He didn’t need any help. 

But  in  the mid-2000s,  Els  hit  a  bit  of  a  slump in his  career.  His  putting,  in  
particular, was frustrating him. Calder still believed she could help him, and finally 
Els decided to give her method a go. Calder literally trained him to see differently. 
She revealed to Els how he functioned, showing him where his eye focused, where 
and how he glanced, and what he did with his body as he lined up a putt. The eye 
doctor showed him intellectually what his body was doing automatically. As a 
result, he was able to use his conscious thinking to override the automatic processes 
of  his  mind  and  body.  He  needed  an  outsider,  Dr.  Calder,  to  uncover  a  hidden  
system of his own body, because he couldn’t see it himself.16 

Systems blindness can have significant consequences. One problem is that it 
becomes all too easy to fall into the trap of systems un-intelligence, what we might 
call systems idiocy. In other words, if we don’t perceive and understand the systems 
around us then we run the risk of acting unintelligently within them. We might 
worry about exposing our weaknesses so we don’t ask for information that would 
give us the bigger picture. We tell ourselves that the responsibility for change lies 
elsewhere and as a result our perception is narrowed. We react to what’s right in 
front  of  us  and  forget  to  see  the  big  picture.  We  develop  a  kind  of  tunnel  vision  
that impedes us from seeing what’s possible. 
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Holding Back  
Another problem is that the choices we make because of 

systems blindness can actually generate negative systems. They 
might give rise, for example, to the common phenomenon of 
holding back. Holding back refers to our tendency to not act 
positively and constructively when engaging with others. Take 
the example of a group of people coming together for the first 
time perhaps at a workplace seminar. Invariably, individuals are 
wary; they check each other out and wait to see how others 
behave before deciding how to participate themselves. However, 
they could engage openly and warmly from the outset if they 

chose to – it’s just that something makes them hold back.  
Often we hold back either because we believe it is not our 

duty to act in a situation or it is someone else’s responsibility to 
do  something  first.  We  don’t  smile  warmly  as  we  arrive  at  a  
workshop because we are waiting to see how others will greet us 
first. We don’t do something extraordinarily nice for our spouse 
because he or she never does anything special for us. We don’t 
praise someone because we think they should know themselves 
that they have done a good job. We don’t fight for the 
environment because nobody else seems to bother.  

We also sometimes hold back because we feel we can 
make no real difference in a situation. When our colleagues chat and text during 
meetings, we don’t ask them to stop. It’s not our responsibility. If people complain 
about the local school system, we don’t bother to make suggestions about how it 
could be enhanced. Nobody would listen to us. When nobody else tries to improve 
road congestion by taking public transport, then we don’t bother either. What 
difference will our one car make?  

Holding back from making behavioral changes that could benefit others 
generates negativity that has a disproportional effect. We co-create a system, a less 
than optimal way of interacting where everyone is holding back, without seeing our 
own part in that.  

Let’s take the example of a friendship. Perhaps you have a friend you believe 
doesn’t deal well with your emotional distress. In the past, when you have sought 
her sympathy due to some hurt, she has given you a quick pep talk and wanted to 
carry on as usual instead of providing the nurturing care and attention you craved. 
So now in times of trouble you don’t call her. In your opinion, she’s a friend for 
good times, not bad.  

But consider your friend’s perspective and the system of interaction that has 
been created. Perhaps in her family, hard times were dealt with by trying to cheer 
someone up rather than by offering comfort. Perhaps she feels hurt that you no 
longer call her when you are down. Perhaps she feels you only want to see her in 
happy mode, so that’s what she presents to you, and because of that she doesn’t call 
you when she needs support either. The dynamic between you has become one of 
“good times only” by default. Because you are both anticipating and imagining one 
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another’s intentions and desires the friendship never moves from a superficial to 
deep connection even though you both want it to. 

This is holding back in action. When everyone is holding back instead of 
positively engaging, then a system of holding back emerges, and it’s a system we are 
typically blind to. We all end up waiting for someone else to make the first move, to 
take responsibility, and to change the way things are done. And because most other 
people are thinking the same way we are, it’s hardly surprising that systems 
stagnate. Holding back is a habit for most of us, but like all habits it can be broken. 
Looking for and recognizing the patterns of holding back in our lives is the first 
step towards changing them. 

To overcome our tendency towards systems blindness, it is helpful to look at 
the  world  with  new  eyes,  develop  a  fresh  sense  of  how it  is  organized,  and  get  a  
sense  of  what  that  organization  means  for  our  daily  lives.  The  main  idea  that  we  
need  is  that  if  we  want  to  have  a  positive  impact  in  life  we  need  to  be  able  to  
perceive what is happening in the social systems around us. Guided by that 
perception, we can find the best inputs and the most effective actions for creating 
beneficial outcomes. We can begin to make deliberately systems intelligent choices 
about how to be in the world. 
 
 
 

Reflection: Systems in Your Life  
 
What systems were you born into? 
 
What systems do you belong to by choice? 
 
What influence do those systems have on your behavior? 
 
What temporary systems have you experienced? 
 
What systems have you actively created? 
 
How have your individual actions influenced particular systems? 
 
What examples of holding back can you think of in your life?  
 
What do these systems of holding back produce? 
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Multiple Systems 
In the weeks leading up to the publication of Silent Spring, Rachel Carson 

found herself at the center of a storm of controversy. Forewarned thanks to the 
early circulation of proof copies and plenty of publicity, leading chemical 
companies, the manufacturers of the pesticides that Carson was criticizing, 
compiled reports on the book’s likely impact on their business. They threatened 
legal action against the publishers. They prepared literature that countered Carson’s 
arguments. They attacked both Carson and her credentials as a scientist, painting 
her as nothing but a hysterical woman and probably a communist to boot – the 
worst insults of the time her foes could direct at her.17  

Carson had expected and prepared for the attacks. She knew that her focus 
on the damage caused by pesticides, though primarily an ecological issue for her, 
would have consequences in many other systems. The manufacturers, the users, 
and the advocates of pesticides would all be affected by her book. Carson made 
sure her research was rigorous and she gathered the support of prominent 
academics and others, including political figures and a supreme court judge. Carson 
knew that Silent Spring was about more than damage to the environment: it would 
have consequences for companies’ profits, individuals’ reputations, and, as it turned 
out, the creation of national policy. 

In other words, Rachel Carson was aware of and adjusted for the presence of 
multiple systems. The content of her book might have focused on an ecosystem, 
but she knew its impact would be far reaching. It is of benefit to bring the same 
insight to our own life in systems. Let’s return to the example of a school. A school 
can appear to be a stand-alone social system, but it is actually a system embedded 
within other systems. A school exists in a community. An educational authority 
governs  it.  It  is  part  of  the  local  economy.  The  parents,  teachers  and  other  
members of the school community all belong to their own cultural systems. A huge 
number of people and products and systems contribute to building and running a 
school. Every system is connected to other systems. 

Part of systems perception is not only seeing the 
obvious systems around us, but also being mindful of the 
presence of multiple, overlapping and interconnected 
systems. Living in and adjusting to multiple systems is 
what  we do every  day.  As individuals,  we all  engage with 
numerous systems, often simultaneously. We are 
members of our family, we belong to sports teams, we 
volunteer in community organizations, we go to work. 
What’s more, when we join a new system we often take 
on even more systemic connections than we realize at 
first.  If  we  become  part  of  a  couple,  for  example,  we  
often become part of a new family, are involved in a new 

network of friends, and are connected to a new workplace.  
Because we belong to a variety of systems, we all have numerous, sometimes 

competing, responsibilities and loyalties in life and that means we can benefit from 
perceiving our systemic environment more fully. Take, for example, a typical 
workplace meeting. Let’s say there’s nine people at this meeting, (depicted in the 
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diagram below). Together, the nine form a department in a larger organization. The 
boss plays golf most weekends with three of the other men, one of whom is a 
childhood friend. Meanwhile, there’s a married couple in the department and 
another group of three guys who have lunch together every day. The three workers 

at  the side of  the table  work on a  particular  project  
together and have become close colleagues. Three of 
the men are working on another, rival, project. Half 
the group has young children who attend the same 
school. 

Most of us would quickly see the nine people 
in  the  department  as  a  system,  but  very  few  of  us  
would immediately, explicitly understand the impact 
that all the other relationships and connections in 
the group have on one another. The manager would 
have to balance, if not prioritize, his commitments 
to the different systems he participates in. In a time 

of  crisis,  will  he  value his  relationship with his  friend over  the team as  a  whole  or  
his position in the larger organization? How will the married worker manage his 
commitments to his wife, his lunch buddies, and his project team? Do the women 
feel excluded from the golfing group within the department? How do the social 
connections outside of work affect those in the office? 

Typically, problems arise when we fail to consider that everybody can see 
systems differently. It’s likely everyone in the department knows about the married 
couple, but perhaps not everyone is aware of the golfing quartet. Yet the 
conversations they have on the golf course could have an enormous influence on 
the processes and dynamics of the department. Clearly, close friendships or a 
romantic relationship could also have a large impact on the group, whether they 
start,  continue  or  end.  In  addition,  individuals  could  have  false  expectations  and  
erroneous ides about the various systems in play. Perhaps the non-golfers falsely 
assume the manager likes them less because they don’t golf, and this creates 
unnecessary tension between those who golf and those who don’t.   

If we are sensitive to the variety of systems present at any given time, 
including our own position and responsibilities in them, it is easier to grasp what is 
going on. That helps us make more informed decisions about how to act, and 
better understand the likely effects of our actions. It also allows us to better 
evaluate why others are behaving the way they are. We may take things that don’t 
go our way much less personally. For example, we might respect our colleague’s 
decision to prioritize her family’s needs over keeping an appointment with us, or 
understand that our manager sometimes feels his first responsibility is to his 
immediate superior rather than his staff. Even if we don’t agree with the way other 
people manage their overlapping systems relationships, sensitivity to the existence 
of those systems means we can at least have a richer understanding of what is 
happening and adjust our own behavior accordingly. We can be like Rachel Carson 
and prepare for the likely effects that our actions in one system will have on others.  

One consequence of the presence of multiple systems is that it is possible to 
be highly perceptive in a specific setting and yet systems blind in another. Some 
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people are extremely good at understanding the dynamics and relationships of their 
workplace. Others are more perceptive when it comes to family or their primary 
relationship. You can probably easily identify the system settings where you feel 
most sensitive to connections. The challenge is to apply this aspect of our systems 
intelligence when we shift from context to context – how can we learn to be more 
perceptive in all systems? One way is to be on the lookout for more than the 
obvious connections.  

 

Systems We Do Not See 
In the visible parts of social systems like families and schools, organizations 

and governments, it’s pretty obvious how the organization of the systems works. 
There’s a shared understanding of what to expect from these common systems. 
You would think, then, that life in these systems would be pretty straightforward. 
Yes and no. If life in systems were easy there would be fewer problems in families, 
workplaces and societies. The challenge we face is that the parts of the systems we 
typically see are not the whole story. We can understand a group of people acting 
together form a system and so understand something of how they work together, 
but  there  is  usually  more.  We  may  not  observe  the  hidden  systems  that  are  also  
acting in them. Just as Rachel Carson’s probing research allowed her to form a rich 
picture of the ecosystems she studied, we can make an effort to form a rich picture 
of the systems we participate in. 

When we think we have the systems around us figured out we also need to 
remind ourselves that what we see is usually only part of the picture. Looking for a 
system can sometimes be like looking through a tiny keyhole – we can see into the 
room but we only see a limited part of it. Economist John Kay argues that “the 
most complex systems come into being, and function, without anyone having 
knowledge of the whole.”18 While Kay is referring to systems like the financial 
markets, governments, and huge corporations, the same idea applies to all systems. 
We see glimpses  of  them at  work but  we are  limited by our  own perspective,  and 
also by the very structures of the systems themselves.  

Take your family, for example. If you were asked to describe your family and 
the various members’ relationships with one another you’d probably do so with 
ease. After all, it is a system that is familiar to you. But what if your parent, or your 
spouse, or your child were asked to describe your family and its relationships? They 
might name the same people as you, but they would probably characterize the 
relationships between those people somewhat differently. Even though you are 
members of the same system – your family – you would see different aspects of 
that system. Just as a school is a different system to the principal than it is to the 
pupil,  so  is  a  family  system  different  to  the  parent  and  the  child.  Of  course,  the  
same applies in other systems, too. We experience our workplace differently to our 
colleagues, our community differently to our neighbors, our country differently to 
our fellow citizens.  Every individual in a system has their own feelings, 
expectations and ideas about life that have a dynamic impact on the relationships in 
any given system. 
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Understanding that our own perspective of any system can be limited to a 
kind of keyhole view is crucial to acting with systems intelligence. It is all too easy 
to react to situations based on our limited perspective rather than take the time to 
imagine what might be happening outside our field of vision. When we act systems 
intelligently, we act based on the knowledge that we can only see part of the 
picture, and so our behavior takes that into account. This means breaking the habit 
most  of  us  have  of  assuming  that  what  we  see  is  what  everyone  else  sees  –  or  
should be seeing.  

Our view of systems is not just limited by the boundaries of our vision. It is 
also clouded by the things that happen below the surface. To perceive systems as 
fully as we can, we need to tune in to their obvious physical and organizational 
connections but also to the less obvious emotional and informal connections. Take 
a look at the diagrams. Which system is more complex, the first one or the second 
one? 

Most people see the first system with all its interrelationships as the most 
complex, and the second one as simple. In fact, the second system is deceptive. 
Sure, there are only four people in this system, compared to seven in the other one, 
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but we do not know the connections between them. This means it may be more 
complex than the first one. It is certainly harder for us to understand this system 
because of what we don’t know. In Silent Spring Rachel  Carson  turned  a  second  
diagram where birds, and animals, and people and pesticides seemed unconnected 
into a first diagram that revealed relationships that most people were unaware of. 

An everyday illustration of this phenomenon occurs when we join a new 
workplace. When we first arrive, our experience is like the second system. We know 
all the people in our new office are connected on a personal and organizational 
level, but we don’t know exactly how. Because of that, we are usually pretty careful 
initially about what we do and say. Over time, the nature of the relationships will 
become clearer. After a few months in the job, our mental picture of our workplace 
will look more like the first system. We will have a better understanding of how 
people are connected, and that will affect how we behave.  

But even after we have figured out the 
obvious connections, we shouldn’t expect to 
understand everything. Interestingly, we may 
be given a first-picture like description of our 
workplace – a formal organizational chart, for 
example – when we first join. However, we 
may soon learn that the official relationships 
described may not accurately represent the 
everyday connections. After a while on the 
job we can perceive some of the informal 
relationships, but other dimensions will 
always remain hidden. There’s an easy-to-see 
system – but there can also be a deeper, 
unobvious, hidden part of the system.  

What goes on at the surface is visible 
for  all  to  see.  That  might  be  a  new  sales  
account coming to an organization, resulting in the manager telling an employee to 
produce a report, and such a report being written. In parallel though, below the 
surface hidden aspects of the system also exist. Maybe the manager thinks this new 
account represents a chance for promotion so she aggressively demands the 
employee produce a top-quality report more quickly than usual. As a result, the 
employee feels pressured, and becomes wary and distrustful of the manager. The 
manager has not taken the emotional aspects of her actions into account. So even 
though the report might be produced and the inputs and outputs seem to match, 
this apparently innocuous interaction damages the manager and employee’s future 
relationship. The distrust may even spread to other staff as colleagues talk with one 
another. 

The hidden dimensions of a system interact with the visible dimensions of a 
system and so impact on what is ultimately produced. A systems intelligent manager 
would manage the emotional dimensions of the system as well as the work output. 
She would realize that her expectations put pressure on the employee so would 
adjust her interaction to acknowledge that. By doing so, she could generate trust 
and respect as invisible outputs in conjunction with a good quality report. Likewise, 
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parents who desire particular behavior in their children are more likely to achieve 
cooperation if they attend to the emotional needs of their child as well as their 
actions. It is systems intelligent to be able to discern and work with the essentials of 
the hidden systems as well as the obvious. 

When we are trying to perceive the systems around us, it often helps to look 
for  what  is  not  being  produced  as  an  output  as  much  as  what  is  being  produced.  
Knowing that it is important to attend to the unseen is not a new idea: Irish essayist 
Jonathon Swift commented in the eighteenth century “vision is the art of seeing the 
invisible.”19 In other words, at some level, conscious or unconscious, we must learn 
to consider things that we cannot fully see or comprehend, or at least realize that 
they exist and have an impact on our lives.  

One way to do that is to look for the ghost system at work in the shadow of 
the visible system. The ghost system is a system that nobody wants or plans but 
which can emerge because of the absence of systems intelligent behavior, and it 

often ends up dictating people’s actions. In 
organizations, for example, if fear, personal 
interest and secrecy drive behavior, a system of 
interaction is created that no one actually wants. 
Yet because organizational members believe this 
is how things work around here – in other 
words, they develop expectations and mental 
models of their colleagues’ actions – then the 
system self-perpetuates. Once we see this ghost 
system at work, however, it is possible to notice 
what is missing – things like trust, teamwork, and 
openness – and introduce systems intelligent 
behavior to generate these. 

Intangible systems are by their very nature 
difficult to perceive. Clearly, some things will always remain just beyond our grasp 
or occur outside of our perception. Nevertheless, we must act despite our limits. 
And we do. We all act in the face of the unknown that pervades our daily life. We 
decide on our actions based on things like our past experiences, our gut feelings, 
our intuition, and the advice of others. All these are helpful to us, but by making an 
effort to perceive the systems at work around us we can enhance our ability to cope 
with the invisible. If we understand that we can’t see everything that is part of a 
system we can adjust our decision-making and behavior accordingly. We can act 
with systems intelligence.  

 

The Bird and the Worm 
During her research for Silent Spring, Rachel Carson was particularly 

disturbed by the US Department of Agriculture’s decision to eradicate fire ants by 
aerially spraying pesticides mixed with fuel oil over private and government land. 
The fire ant had been a minor pest in the US for forty or so years. But, looking for 
markets for their new products, pesticide companies lobbied to have the insects 
deemed a high priority menace so they could graciously offer their new chemicals 
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to address the fire ant problem. Carson described the expensive eradication 
program as “ill-conceived, badly executed, and thoroughly detrimental.”20  

Silent Spring summarized the detrimental effects such pesticide programs had 
on both natural ecosystems and on human health. It also predicted the long-term 
consequences of their use, noting that not only would the insects build resistance to 
the poisons but also that many species would accumulate the toxins in their bodies 
and weakened ecosystems would develop new problems. In other words, Rachel 
Carson saw both the immediate impact that pesticides were having on the natural 
environment and the bigger, more long-term picture that their unregulated use 
would create.  

Unlike Carson, most of us tend to see either the immediate but not the 
bigger picture, or the big picture without the immediate. This limited perspective, 
seeing only parts of systems but thinking we see the whole, hampers systems 
intelligent action. To make better choices in systems we need to be able to attend to 
both the big picture and the small details of life. Systems perception at its best is 
thus a combination of a bird’s eye view and a worm’s eye view. The bird flies above 
the system and sees  the whole,  while  the worm pokes its  head out  of  the ground 
and looks at its immediate surroundings. Neither perspective is sufficient alone.  

Adopting  a  bird’s  eye  view  puts  us  outside  the  systems  we  are  looking  at.  
When we take this perspective, systems become things that exist out there, separate 
from us and seemingly  under  human control.  Yet,  often,  we are  actually  a  part  of  
the systems we externalize. When we talk with our friends about how high 
insurance premiums are and what a good arrangement the insurance companies 
have going for themselves, we perhaps fail to see that our own actions (inflating a 
claim, not bothering to put a security alarm in, and so on) contribute to the rise in 
premiums. We see the insurance system as existing separate to us, and so don’t see 
our own role in that system. 

On  the  other  hand,  when  we  take  a  
worm’s  eye  view,  we  can  be  limited  by  our  
inability to see beyond ourselves. We are blind 
to the system because we only see what is in 
front  of  us.  With  only  a  worm’s  eye  view  we  
might feel hurt and worried about our marriage 
because  our  spouse  has  been  grumpy  with  us  
for several days. We assume their bad mood is 
all about their relationship with us. Because we 
haven’t seen the other systems at work in their 

life, we fail to realize that stress at work is generating their unusual behavior. A 
similar effect occurs when we berate the government for a policy it introduces that 
negatively  affects  us,  and fail  to  see  that  the same policy  helps  many more people  
that it hurts, or provides income for implementing other policies that we benefit 
from. There is a difference between attending to what is around us while 
acknowledging  that  there  are  aspects  of  the  system that  we  cannot  see  and  know 
about – which is systems intelligent – and thinking that what goes on around us is 
the whole picture like the worm does. 
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We act systems intelligently when we remind ourselves to take the 
perspective of both 
the bird and the 
worm, when we see 
the connections 
between ourselves 
and the big picture. 
We  don’t  have  to  see  
the system as 
something removed 
from  us,  nor  as  
something that we are 
at  the  center  of.  It  is  
possible to see the big 
picture at the same time as we understand our own role in creating 
that picture. That’s what Rachel Carson did. She saw the detrimental 
effects of pesticides on the natural environment and people’s health 
(the bird’s eye view) but she also saw her own opportunity to 
intervene in that systems (the worm’s eye view). She knew that by 
virtue of her training as a scientist and her public profile as a writer, 
she could act to change the trajectory of the big picture. 

 

We Create Systems 
Carson could have an impact because social systems are created by people. 

They are the product of people’s thoughts, beliefs and behaviors. Some powerful 
and effective social systems have been created by people with shared beliefs. The 
organization Médecins Sans Frontières (in English, Doctors without Borders), for 
example, was established in 1971 by a group of doctors and journalists who saw the 
need for a neutral body addressing international medical and humanitarian needs. 
Now, on any given day, more than twenty-seven thousand committed individuals 
representing dozens of nationalities can be found providing assistance to people 
caught in crises around the world.21 We create  organizations and other  systems all  
the time.  When we get  married and start  a  family,  when we start  a  club,  when we 
develop a new group of friends, we bring new systems into being. 

We don’t only create new systems together, however; we also perpetuate, 
shape and change existing social systems. Intuitively, we know that human behavior 
affects social systems; it’s just not something that we think about very often. We 
know, for example, that if the people who make up the system change, sometimes 
the system itself changes. If a school welcomes a new principal, there are often 
multiple flow-on effects. The rules may change, the direction and focus of the 
school may change, the atmosphere amongst staff may change, the response of the 
pupils may change and so on. At other times, changing the people who constitute a 
system may not have much effect. If one young child leaves a school, while their 
friends and the classroom dynamic may be affected, the overall school system may 
not alter much. Often the impact of change will depend on the position of the 
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person within the system – the more power they have to change the structure of 
the system the greater their impact. A change in a company’s chief executive officer 
will typically have a greater impact than the hiring of a new junior, for example. 

That is not to say, however, that even the apparently least significant people 
in  the  system  have  no  influence.  In  fact,  they  do;  we  all  do.  That’s  why  it  is  so  
helpful  for  us  to be able  to perceive the systems around us.  While  we might  be a  
tiny component of an overall system, we are still a component. Without us, and the 
other  individuals  likes  us,  these  systems  don’t  exist.  Without  clients,  there  are  no  
insurance companies or banks; without voters, there are no governments; without 
civilians, there are no police or military; without a congregation, there is no church. 
Our behaviors produce those systems. How a system works arises from how we 
work; “how people think and act shapes how the system as a whole operates.”22  

Systems are designed and organized by people. They are lived in by people. 
They are perpetuated by people. Therefore, they can be changed, improved, and 
reimagined by people. Within any systems leverage points exist where small but 
significant actions can lead to substantial changes. When we can perceive these, we 
have the capacity to reshape the systems that shape our lives. Many historical 
figures  –  Mahatma  Gandhi,  Nelson  Mandela,  Mother  Teresa,  Rosa  Parks  –  have  
achieved fame because of their contribution to improving the social systems they 
perceived. Just because a system is a certain way, doesn’t mean it has to be that way. 
Our systems intelligence gives us the ability to see, understand and influence the 
systems around us.  

Just  as  we  influence  the  systems  around  us,  though,  the  systems  also  
influence us. People’s behavior helps create social systems, but social systems help 
create people’s behavior. This is a reality we live with all the time. Consequently, 
part of systems perception is seeing how systems have an impact our behavior as 
well as how our actions impact systems. 

Systems’ influence on our behavior is easy to illustrate. For instance, the 
design of a country’s traffic system influences how we all drive. There are different 
types of roads that we drive differently on. Signs dictate our speed, we are forced to 
enter and exit at certain points, we can only travel in certain directions. When we 
join the driving community we undertake to follow the rules of the system. Driving 
overseas can be challenging as we must adjust to a new system. Similarly, when we 
go to a  restaurant  we wait  to  be seated,  we behave in  a  certain way,  we know the 
order of events. In other words, we know the system of dining at a restaurant. If we 
go to a fast food outlet, we adjust our behavior accordingly. Unconsciously, we 
follow the rules of the system. The context determines how we perceive the system 
and this shapes our behavior. 

We are socialized into and attuned to many systems. When we start school, 
we  learn  how the  day  is  structured,  what  to  bring  with  us,  how to  behave  in  the  
classroom, how to be rewarded, and how to get along with our classmates amongst 
other things. Likewise when we begin new jobs, join new sports teams, participate 
in new community groups. We unthinkingly accept the authority built into the 
system’s structure and, mostly, do our best to conform to the expectations on us. If 
we  don’t,  we  will  likely  struggle  to  get  along  in  the  system.  We  might  be  fired,  
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benched, or ignored. These consequences help ensure that we produce the 
behaviors that keep the systems we belong to functioning smoothly. 

When we perceive the systems around us and adjust our behavior 
accordingly, for better or worse, we are in the realm of systems intelligence. This 
adjustment happens all the time as we move from one context – one system – to 
another. Sometimes, though, we are unaware of the effect that a system is having 
on  our  actions.  The  social  system  we  are  in  can  shape  our  behavior  at  a  
subconscious level. That may be because we can’t see the system, because we have 
missed the hidden dimensions of the system, or because our narrow perspective 
limits us.  

Take the example of choosing whether to become an organ donor upon our 
death or not. Most of us would like to think that when we make an important 
decision like this we are exercising our free will. But Dan Ariely, a behavioral 
economist at MIT, found something surprisingly simple had an enormous influence 
on people’s decision when he studied research on organ donation.  

A comparison of various countries in Europe showed that different 
countries had quite different percentages of their citizens signing up as organ 
donors. Not so strange, you might think; however, what was strange was that 
culturally and religiously similar countries had widely divergent rates. Denmark, for 
example, had only a four percent donation rate, while in neighboring Sweden 
eighty-six percent opted to be organ donors. In Germany twelve percent of the 
population was willing to donate their organs, while in culturally-similar Austria, 
one  hundred  percent  of  drivers  agreed  to  be  organ  donors.  If  not  cultural  and  
religious differences, what then explained the huge variation in people’s willingness 
to become organ donors?23 

The answer turned out to be the mechanism for collecting registration for 
becoming  an  organ  donor.  All  the  countries  used  the  process  of  registering  for  a  
driver’s  license to ask their  citizens to register  as  organ donors,  but  they did so in  
different ways. The countries with low participation rates, Denmark and Germany, 
asked their citizens to opt in. People needed to tick a box to show their willingness 
to donate. In the countries with high participation rates, Sweden and Austria, for 
example, individuals were given the choice to opt out. They needed to tick a box if 
they didn’t want to be donors. Something as simple as the design of a form heavily 
influenced people’s behavior. Very few of us would see in the moment of making a 
decision about being a donor that the system of collecting consent could affect our 
decision. 

The strong, subconscious effect of systems on our behavior can be 
harnessed by those who understand the power of systems. Governments, for 
example, often use what is known about systems to change our behavior in ways 
that have an impact on our lives and the lives of others, as well as the country as a 
whole. Smoking used to be a structurally endorsed behavior in New Zealand, for 
example. Many systems in the country encouraged the consumption of cigarettes in 
public places. Ashtrays were built into cars, into toilets on airplanes, provided in 
cinemas and restaurants. Cigarettes were cheap, were glamorously advertised, were 
cool. Workplaces provided “smoko” breaks. Unsurprisingly, many people chose to 
smoke. The prevailing structure encouraged the behavior. Nowadays, with 
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smoking’s health risks exposed, systems have been purposely redesigned to 
discourage smoking. No ashtrays are provided, anti-smoking signs are common, 
laws punish smoking, advertising is banned, tobacco taxes are high and so on.  

Once we see the systems around us, we can better understand the effects 
those systems are  having on our  behavior.  Then we can make informed decisions 
about our actions within those systems. We can choose to act in ways a system 
encourages, if,  for example, we like the system as it is. If we don’t like the current 
system, but we understand how it both shapes our behavior and is shaped by our 
behavior, we can explore alternatives. When we are blind to the dynamics between 
structure and behavior, we tend to keep on behaving in ways that produce 
outcomes that perhaps no one really wants, ironically reinforcing the existing 
system – and so it  goes  on in  an endless  loop.  We are  in  danger  of  missing what  
Rachel Carson found, the opportunity to create something different through 
systems intelligent action. 
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Cultivate Your Systems Perception 
 
Think of the systems you engaged with today. 
Identify the immediate connections you have within those systems. 
Try to place yourself and what happened today in a bigger picture. 
Now think about what you couldn’t see in the systems you experienced today – what 
relationships might have developed, actions may have been taken, and emotions felt 
that you were not immediately connected with. 
Choose an interaction you have had recently that seemed pretty 
straightforward (an exchange with your spouse or a co-worker, for 
example).  
What was the purpose of the interaction?  
Now think about what happened at the emotional sub-systems level.  
What were the inputs and outputs of your conversation, both obvious and hidden? 
Did you achieve your goal? What helped or hindered that? 
Next time someone in a position of authority asks you to do 
something that you don’t really want to do, think about the effect the 
request has on you.  
Did you feel put out and angry? Did you feel like they didn’t care about you? If so, 
what was it about their approach or your relationship that caused that reaction in 
you? 
If  you  felt  willing  to  help  the  other  person  despite  not  really  wanting  the  task,  
consider why. Was it the way they approached you? Was it because you had built up 
a reservoir of good feelings about that person?  
Next time you have to ask someone to do something you know they 
don’t want to do, think about how you might approach them in a way 
that takes into account the emotional needs of the relationship as well 
as the task objective.  
Imagine some of the unintended consequences of actions that you 
have taken in systems today.  
Does thinking about these possibilities make you wish you had acted differently? 
Reflect on an event from your day. 
What systems in your life did this event relate to?  
What actions taken some time ago might have led to what happened today? 
Do you think the outcomes of those actions were foreseen at the time? 
Next time you see a social message (about smoking, healthy eating, 
exercise etc.) think about what kind of behavior the system is 
prompting from you.  
Consider what structures are in place to encourage you to act in particular ways. 
Think about what systems the message is connected to. What benefits will  there be 
and to whom from acting on the message?  
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Seeing What Systems Create 
Systems perception gives us the ability to see the obvious and the hidden, the 

big  picture  and  the  details,  a  system’s  effect  on  us  and  our  affect  on  it,  and  the  
multiple systems present in our lives. That helps us to get to the essence of what it 
is going on in a situation because it gives a broad picture that takes into account the 
characteristics of systems. In turn, we can start to tackle problems in different ways 
than we would without the advantage of systems perception.  

With systems perception, for example, we understand that effects of actions 
can often be delayed. If you drop pesticide on insects, they die. The relationship 
between the two actions is pretty obvious. What’s not so obvious is that those 
pesticides may seep into the food chain and lead to child cancers a number of years 
down the track. Likewise, if you don’t pay attention in school, you don’t nurture a 
positive atmosphere in your workplace, or you don’t spend enough time with your 
children then you might not see the consequences of those actions for some time. 
We can see this effect with our own bodies – smoking, over exposure to sun and 
various other bad habits may not show their full impact until many years have gone 
by.  

Not only is the observable impact of actions in systems often delayed, it also 
frequently occurs indirectly. Whereas some mechanical systems like cars follow a 
reasonably linear process to operate, human systems, and interventions in human 
systems,  are  far  more  likely  to  take  indirect  routes  and,  over  time,  produce  
unintended consequences, both positive and negative. We see this all the time in 
our personal lives and in society at large. When a child takes up a hobby, they don’t 
anticipate the long-term benefits that activity will have on their confidence and 
social skills in later life. When we do something to help one person, we are 
sometimes surprised to learn we have also helped another. When a government 
implements one policy, it can unwittingly find that it affects a group it had not 
intended to impact. When a writer publishes a book about one specific pollution 
problem, they can unintentionally create a major environmental movement. 

Deep down we know indirect routes and unintended consequences are a 
feature of everyday life – plans don’t always work out, unthought-of-things happen, 
goals are achieved indirectly. Despite this, we generally think of our lives as a linear, 
fairly predictable series of events. On a personal level, we set goals and plan for 
futures that we want to reach. Within business, many practices are built around 
seeing companies as stable and predictable systems that will follow a planned 
trajectory.24 The problem is that neither economic nor social systems are always 
stable or predictable. Moreover, sometimes we prefer to be blind to systems and not 
recognize how systems work because it is more convenient for us. That way, we 
can justify a quick fix approach. Developing our systems perception forces us to 
approach life differently. 

With systems perception we are more likely to consider possible unintended 
consequences of our actions, unlike the sugar farmers of Australia. When the 
farmers decided to introduce a new species of toad to Queensland, Australia in 
1935 they thought they had found the perfect predator to control the beetles that 
were eating the region’s sugar cane crop. They ignored the warnings of naturalists 
and scientists who worried that the unimaginatively named cane toad would have 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 46 

no natural predator in Queensland. They should have listened. The poisonous cane 
toad is now a much-hated pest that has spread throughout much of Australia. Toxic 
in all stages of its lifecycle, the cane toad is a health hazard to humans, poisons pets 
and native wildlife, eats honeybees, and competes for food with other species. It is 
also  a  prolific  breeder  and  people  are  now  encouraged  to  kill  them  on  sight,  as  
ineffective a pest control method as their introduction.25 

With systems perception we are more likely to look beyond the obvious. In 
the 1920s, many in the US felt alcohol consumption was contributing to an increase 
in criminal activity. When the government introduced prohibition, banning the sale 
of alcohol in an effort to create a more sober, healthy and morally upright nation, 
they didn’t realize that they would be fuelling organized crime. Professional 
criminals  largely  ran  the  black  market  for  alcohol.  Because  liquor  could  not  be  
bought elsewhere, they made a huge profit off it, which they then used to fund their 
other illegal activities. The prohibition unwittingly led to an increase in the very law 
and order problems it was supposed to curtail. 

With systems perception we are more likely to think about the bigger picture 
as well as the immediate issue. DDT was widely introduced because its insect-killing 
properties had many benefits. It would help farmers produce greater crops; combat 
lice during wartime amongst soldiers, refugees and prisoners; and prevent the 
spread of insect-borne disease. In particular, DDT was effective in preventing the 
spread of malaria. The only problem was, no one understood its long-term effects. 
They didn’t realize that mosquitoes would become resistant to the chemicals and 
that the pesticide’s toxins would linger in the food chain to detrimental effect. The 
resulting ban on DDT, thanks in part to Silent Spring, also had consequences, 
though, leading to an increase in deaths from malaria. 26  The World Health 
Organization now oversees finding balance between controlled use of the pesticide 
and damage to the environment; it juggles the needs of competing systems.   

A lack of understanding about systems leads to seeing a problem (a crop-
eating beetle, alcohol induced disorder, insect-borne disease), and looking for a 
quick solution. The story of the cane toad, prohibition, and the unregulated use of 
DDT are what Peter Senge, the author of a famous management book on systems 
thinking, describes as “fixes that fail.”27  In other words, there can be negative 
system-wide consequences to quick fixes. To avoid fixes that fail, it is important to 
avoid the tendency to be mesmerized by the immediate problem, and to expand our 
vision to take into account the bigger picture. With systems perception, we can 
break the habit of looking for a quick fix without thinking of its long-term 
consequences. 

Systems perception tends to lead to more thoughtful approaches to issues. 
When the US was flooded with illegal Mexican immigrants under his presidency 
Jimmy  Carter  did  not  simply  advocate  border  fences  or  more  guards.  Instead,  he  
suggested that illegal immigration would be better curbed by the US focusing on 
developing the Mexican economy. When the gap between living standards and 
opportunity in the US and Mexico was reduced, he reasoned, illegal immigration 
would decrease. Carter’s method, that sought to address the cause of the problem, 
was more systems intelligent than merely punishing infringers. 28  Like Rachel 
Carson, he was able to see both the local details and the big picture, and to realize 
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how those two aspects of systems are connected. The challenge for us is to do the 
same.  

 

The Challenge: Adding Feeling to Seeing 
Some decades ago, renowned scholar Gregory Bateson suggested that most 

of the problems in the world are caused by a mismatch between how we think the 
world  works  and  how  it  really  works.29 Bateson felt that we needed to transform 
our thinking away from a fragmented, silo approach to a systems perspective so we 
could act with the bigger picture in mind.  

Rachel Carson valued such an approach, emphasizing people’s need to see 
and understand the systems around them. Silent Spring showed its readers that the 
actions of people had an effect on the natural world, and that the natural world had 
an effect on people. It opened people’s eyes to the interconnections between what 
at the time seemed unrelated activities – pesticides were dropped, non-pests died, 
humans  got  sick.  It  highlighted  the  systemic  nature  of  life  –  the  dynamic  
interconnections between seemingly unrelated things.  

Like  systems  in  the  natural  world,  the  systems  we  live  in  are  full  of  
interconnections and inescapably dynamic. They change constantly, sometimes 
imperceptibly, sometimes dramatically. In addition, we change, so the way we see a 
system also changes. Systems form and reform. We participate in them and create 
them. Some systems, and the relationships we have within them, are fleeting; some 
of  them  are  long  lasting.  Some  are  obvious;  some  are  invisible  to  us.  They  can  
produce behavior in unpredictable ways. But once we perceive the presence of 
systems all around us, we can start to think about how we can better live with them. 
Within any system there are possibilities of improvement, no matter how large or 
small, new or old. Armed with that insight we can act more intelligently within the 
systems  around  us  and  so  take  steps  to  better  them.  But  there  is  more  –  we  can  
open not just our eyes but also other channels as we also learn to feel – to attune to 
– systems. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 48 

  



 

 49 

 
 

 

 

Attunement 
 

“A person is a person through other persons; you can't be human in isolation; you are 
human only in relationships.” ~ Desmond Tutu30 

 
 
 

 
Archbishop Desmond Mpilo Tutu is a man who has devoted himself to the 

promotion of peace and social justice. 31  With an instantly recognizable and 
seemingly ever-present smile, he has accomplished much in his long life. He is a 
Nobel  Laureate,  has  been  a  key  agitator  against  apartheid,  the  first  black  
Archbishop of South Africa, an international mediator, chairman of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, and more recently has become a campaigner for the 
human rights of people with AIDS and HIV. 

Born in Transvaal, South Africa, even early in his life, Tutu seemed destined 
for success. He had excellent educational opportunities and he made the most of 
them by applying himself to his studies, both in South Africa and in England. He 
had good mentors who guided him, including leading politicians and church 
figures. He had a supportive and politically engaged wife in Leah. Despite growing 
up  under  the  regime  of  apartheid  he  was  able  to  become  a  highly  educated  and  
well-traveled man.  

Beyond his intellect and his work ethic, though, Archbishop Tutu has 
another gift that contributed to his becoming a beloved leader. He has the human 
touch. His personality draws all kinds of people to him. A talented and articulate 
speaker,  he  is  also  known  to  be  a  sincere  and  empathetic  listener.  He  has  been  
nicknamed “God’s comedian” for his capacity to create laughter in tense 
situations.32 He is famous for his warmth and approachability. Once, when a child 
asked him what you have to do to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, Tutu replied 
“It's very easy, you just need three things – you must have an easy name, like Tutu 
for example, you must have a large nose and you must have sexy legs.”33 He has a 
unique ability to connect with individuals from all backgrounds, driven by his belief 
in the innate wonderfulness of people and his vision of a rainbow South Africa. In 
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systems intelligence terms, he has the gift of attunement, the ability to intuitively 
sense and connect with the systems at hand. 

Systemic perception is not a prerequisite of attunement. We can be attuned 
even if we don’t consciously perceive the system. In fact, at times it is better to be 
attuned to rather than visually aware of the system at hand. For example, when we 
are  in  the state  of  flow we are  essentially  attuned.  An expert  basketball  player,  for  
example,  is  attuned  to  where  the  ball  and  others  are  and  are  going  to  be  on  the  
court rather than cognitively stepping through the process of “oh player x is 
moving there but player y is behind that person so I’ll throw the ball here.” 
Sometimes our physical vision actually hampers our sensitivity and performance. 
When carrying a tray of full glasses, for example, intuitively we want to look at the 
glasses as we walk to monitor our movement so nothing spills. But actually, 
watching the glasses is the wrong choice. Instead, we should gaze on where we are 
going  –  this  keeps  the  tray  more  balanced  –  much  as  when  we  cut  around  an  
outline on paper we do better if we follow where the scissors are going rather than 
focus on where they are.  

People are naturally systems intelligent with respect to their environment. 
Just as the tiniest amoeba changes its behavior if its surroundings change or the 
largest elephant modifies its behavior depending on what’s happening in the herd, 
we  also  sense  what  is  happening  in  the  systems  around  us.  In  fact,  systems  
intelligence may be one of the most important traits of the human species. It 
basically allows us to live in and adapt to changing contexts. When we change jobs, 
join a new club, or travel in other countries we adapt our actions to the new system. 
In  some  cases,  such  as  when  we  host  a  party  or  start  a  new  relationship,  our  
behavior and the system co-evolve. We even attune to systems without explicitly 
naming the context as a system. When approaching a horse, for example, we 
automatically adjust our behavior, our attitude, our body language to interact with 
the animal, even though we would be unlikely to call the interaction between the 
horse and ourselves a system. Our instinct that compels us to act differently with a 
horse than we would a cat or our employer or our doctor.  
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Our innate ability to attune manifests as soon as we are born. Perhaps while 
talking to the mother of a young baby you have noticed how she smiles, rocks, and 
murmurs to her child even while maintaining a conversation with you – and how 
her baby relaxes contentedly in response. A kind of dance of human gestures takes 
place. Both the baby and the mother interact with one another intuitively, stepping 
into a kind of synchronicity. That synchronicity can be good, such as in contended 
play, or bad, such as when a distracted caregiver leads to a fractious baby. The goal 
is for us to manage our attunement processes with intelligence so that we create 
positive systems of interaction. 

When mothers and their infants attune well to one another they are 
connected by what Daniel Stern, a child psychologist and expert in infant 
development, calls vitality affect. The vitality affect is a continuous energetic 
experience of empathetic interaction that creates a sense of connectedness. In other 
words, mother and baby in the same room are sensitive to one another’s moods 
and dynamically adjusting to one another all the time, even when they are not 
overtly communicating. 34  Research also shows that day old babies will cry in 
response to the tears of other newborns, exhibiting what is known as rudimentary 
empathic distress. 35  Older children too are naturally attuned to the 
interconnections, dynamics and patterns of life.36 

Having an innate ability to attune is hardly surprising when you consider it is 
all but impossible for us to live our lives in isolation and never pay attention to the 
people around us. Contemporary life demands that we interact with others. Indeed, 
human nature is not about seeking solitude but about seeking companionship, 
intimacy, and affection.37 We are meant to be part of social groups that are attuned 
to one another. In fact, evolutionary biologists believe that the brain grew in 
response to our ancestors living in increasingly large social groups forcing them to 
both cooperate and compete with one another. The rapid development in the size 
of the human brain over the last three million years has come about primarily 
because we are awash in social signals.38  

Sensing how others were thinking and feeling and what was going on around 
us  were  essential  to  our  survival.  Primitive  humans  had  to  learn  to  process  
information about the behavior of others and to react adaptively to that behavior. 
They also had to develop the brain capacity to keep track of multiple relationships. 
Modern humans continue to require these skills.39 In fact, given the demands of our 
current environment, evolutionary psychologists argue that humans need to 
develop new capabilities to cope with the increasing levels of interconnectedness 
and change in modern life.40 Fostering the ability to attune in systemic contexts is 
one such capability that helps us flourish. 

 

Opening Attunement Channels 
Archbishop Tutu is often described as an impulsive man. In the battle 

against apartheid, he sometimes frustrated his clerical colleagues. The rational 
strategists who were carefully considering the church’s stance and pronouncements 
on social issues felt undermined by the man who “operated on instinct and 
inspiration” in a politically volatile context.41 But that same openness to impulsivity 
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has led him to dance with delight at a rugby match, cry with victims of torture, and 
use humor to become approachable. He has also been authoritarian and fractious, 
even yelling at former South African president P. W. Botha when he felt the 
occasion needed it. Desmond Tutu does not simply follow the rules of logic and 
nicety when it comes to interacting with others and systems – he attunes to the 
situation at hand through whatever channels are available to him. 

Attunement, then, is primarily an intuitive process. We unconsciously sense 
what’s going on around and within us at the emotional, cognitive and physical level, 
and we are capable of doing so as soon as we are born. It is not uncommon, 
though, for the busyness of our lives to detract from our capacity to attune to our 
environment. When we are rushing around, when we are preoccupied with the 
thoughts  racing  in  our  heads,  when  we  are  focusing  on  what  we  have  to  do  next  
rather than what we are doing now, attunement is difficult. We find it hard to feel 
the atmosphere around us or we suppress and ignore what our non-conscious 
registers. Yet, when we are open within systems we free ourselves to attuning to the 
whole.  

That was something Captain Chelsey B. “Sully” Sullenberger was able to do 
on January 15, 2009, to the overwhelming relief of his passengers. That day, he was 
piloting an AirbusA320 carrying one hundred and fifty-five people when both 
plane’s engines lost power. Despite being forced to land in the Hudson River, all 
aboard survived, in large part thanks to the intuitive responses of the pilot who 
attuned to the situation at hand.  

After the bird strike disabled the aircraft’s engines, Captain Sullenberg might 
have stuck to procedure based only on his experiences of flying planes. If he had, 
he most  likely  would have handled his  unpowered landing differently.  But  he was 
also a certified glider pilot. Captain Sully’s vision and conscious thoughts told him 
he was flying a jet plane into a river, but his senses and his gut instinct told him to 
engage as if he were flying a glider. The basic rules of gliding are universal (push the 
nose of the aircraft down initially, reduce speed until the wings are no longer 
producing lift, then pull the nose up for landing). He abandoned the rules for flying 
powered planes  and engaged the rules  of  flying unpowered gliders,  going with his  
intuition in a moment of crisis.42  

After the incident, Sullenberg commented during one interview that “one 
way  of  looking  at  this  might  be  that  for  forty-two  years,  I've  been  making  small,  
regular deposits in this bank of experience, education and training. And on January 

15 the balance was sufficient so that I could 
make a very large withdrawal.”43 Part of that 
experience, education and training was a 
familiarity with the system of flying gliders. 
The Hudson river incident and others like it 
exemplify the phrase “intuition comes to the 
prepared mind.”44 In other words, the ability 
to  act  with  confidence  based  on  our  gut  
instinct develops because we understand and 
are attuned to the system at hand. To hone 
our intuitive systems intelligence we need to 
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see systems, but also to feel them so that we act appropriately. 
Being able to attune to ourselves, others and systems involves learning to 

trust our intuition at appropriate times. Neuroscientists call gut instinct or intuition 
“gist,” but the words mean essentially the same thing – an unthinking response to 
the matter at hand borne of experience.45 We can and do act intuitively, and indeed, 
we most often initiate our systems intelligence instinctively. This is despite the fact 
that some experts like economists have consistently argued for people to ignore 
their gut and base their decisions on logic, reason, and analysis.46 Indeed, for many 
years, western science wanted to separate emotion and cognition, undervaluing 

emotions or feelings in comparison to the cognitive or 
thinking processes of the human brain.  

Not surprisingly, there is something of a 
mismatch between the world we have created based on 
the old ideas of objective, logical analysis and the way 
we actually behave as humans. Many systems of human 
design – industries, insurance, or education – amazingly 
don’t do a good job of taking into account human 
behavior. They have been designed for so-called 
“rational man,” a homo economicus who supposedly makes 
all choices based on self-interest. 47  We  end  up  with  
“human-incompatible technologies,”48 or, more simply, 

human systems designed in ways that assume we are less emotional than we are. 
Take  for  example  our  belief  that  rewarding  people  via  large  bonuses  in  their  jobs  
makes employees work harder. It turns out that this is not the case – in fact, end-
of-year bonuses can cause stress in workers leading them to underperform.49 We 
are as much emotional creatures as rational ones. 

Recently, however, scientists have discovered that the processes of feeling 
and thinking are far more intimately connected than was previously thought. The 
very categories of reason and emotion, typically kept far apart in the traditional 
science, are being broken down. In their place, more complex and nuanced 
understandings of how humans feel, know and decide are emerging.50 Similarly, not 
so long ago, humans’ ability to feel and be emotion-driven in our acts were seen as 
weaknesses to be overcome. More recent theories see our emotional aspects as 
essential to who we are as humans and to how we perceive and interact with our 
world.51  

Scholars are increasingly recognizing the contribution of emotion to human 
life. Numerous studies in neuroscience and psychology have shown the complex 
interactions between our emotional and rational selves, and the emotional and 
rational selves of others. We are learning that emotions can override reason, and 
that, conversely, we can be primed to be rational and so override our emotional 
response.52 Processes we thought unrelated we know now to be connected and our 
understanding of how the human mind works is changing and developing 
dramatically.  

Consequently, there is an increasing body of evidence pointing towards the 
effectiveness of our unthinking response to situations. Rather than over-analyze 
situations using our slow, rational and conscious thought processes (type two), we 
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can allow our fast, involuntary and automatic thought processes (type one) to 
respond intuitively to the dynamic situations we find ourselves in and influence our 
decisions.53 The more life experience we have the better we are able to trust our gut 
instinct. 

A combination of the environmental structures around us, our brain’s 
evolved capacities, and the rules of thumb we develop lead to our gut feelings.54 
They are our quick, subconscious responses to our environment, shaped by the 
capabilities of our brains, and based on rules we barely know we are applying. We 
combine all the information we receive with our past experience and have a hunch 
about what to do next. We create an intuitive mental representation of the system 
and situation at hand. Accordingly, our instincts are a part of our systems 
intelligence. Even if we don’t consciously recognize and consider the systems 
around us, our unconscious is already taking them into account.  

Attunement, then, is about relying on our brain’s processing capacity and our 
life experience to feel the situation. It is our ability to be aware of something that is 
not  yet  visible  or  that  we  are  not  able  to  articulate  but  that  is  still  there  and  
influential. Living in systems is not a dry, rational, academic experience that we can 
always plan, manage and control. Life in social systems is dynamic, intuitive, and 
emotional. Change is constant. People come and go; the nature of relationships 
transforms; systems are reorganized. Overthinking everything can inhibit our 
systems intelligence from flourishing as always relying on logical reasoning to 
dictate our actions can obstruct the functioning of our intuitive channels.  

It is important to balance belief in our intuition and the benefits we can gain 
from considered thinking as we engage with systems. In that way we can attend to 
wholes as well as focus on parts, processes over time as well as moments in time, 
and on relationships between individual components as much as the components 
themselves.55 Happily, if we open our minds to the combination of perceiving and 
attuning to systems expansive possibilities occur. 

 

Emotional Attunement 
There are moments in our lives when large numbers of people share an 

emotional experience, when we automatically attune. Connected at a fundamental 
level by our humanity, we come together in joy, in appreciation, in grief. Particular 

events can trigger widely shared emotions, 
sometimes dependent on our nationality, 
sometimes transcending all the systems to which 
we belong other than humanity. Moments like the 
assassination of John F. Kennedy, the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the release of Nelson Mandela, and the 
devastating 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean 
crystalize how united we are with others on the 
planet. These events and others like them illustrate 
how emotionally connected we are as a species. At 
times like these we move beyond the “me” and join 
the “we.” Even when we are not participants in 
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their unfolding but mere observers, we can feel the emotion of such events deeply.  
We experience emotional attunement on a daily basis, too. We share a smile 

with a stranger, we exchange a glance of understanding with a colleague, we feel 
empathy for a family member. Imagine walking in your local park one sunny 
afternoon. You might notice a group of children laughing and playing together. 
Perhaps one of the children smiles at you as he runs over to fetch a stray ball. You 
smile back. You can’t help yourself. You have “caught” the emotion of the group. 
Emotional contagion is something almost all of us experience. A smile shared with 
a stranger, misty eyes of our own prompted by watching an emotional reunion at an 
airport, and the euphoric feelings generated by an uplifting music concert are all 
examples of this phenomenon. 

Interestingly, emotional contagion is now being understood as having its 
roots in our biology as much as our social interaction, grounded in the complex 
relationship between our brains’ processes and our emotions. The amygdala, the 
primitive part of our brain, unconsciously to us, processes our reception of signals 
like tone of voice, posture and facial expressions, priming us to react to the 
emotion in someone else. The unconscious information processing that the 
amygdala’s pathways carry out is balanced by the conscious processing our 
prefrontal  cortex,  or  rational,  part  of  our  brain  does.56 We  can  use  our  rational  
processes to override our more instinctive reactions to some degree. For example, 
if a particular person at our workplace is always in a bad mood, we may consciously 
tell ourselves that we are not going to let their irritability affect us today – we 
override our body’s primitive response to another’s emotional state. Similarly, we 
can rationally choose to sidestep our initial emotional reaction to someone’s tears in 
order to develop more considered empathy as we explore the reasons for them. 

Recently, another part of the brain – the vagus nerve – has also received 
attention in connection with emotional contagion. The vagus nerve connects the 
mind and body through the central nervous system. When baseball pitchers take a 
deep breath on the mound before letting loose a fastball, their vagus nerve is firing, 
slowing their heart rate and calming their mind. In lab tests, the same nerve lights 
up when people feel compassion. Hearing another person’s sad or inspiring story 
affects us at a biological level. These findings, and other supporting research, 
suggest that we are wired to care and that feelings are contagious.57 

In some ways, the idea of emotional contagion is counterintuitive. Most of 
us, if pressed, would explain our emotions as coming from within us. We see them 
as deeply personal responses to events and situations generated by our personality. 
But emotional contagion tells us that emotions can come from the outside in. That 
is, other people’s expressions of emotion or particular events cause us to feel a 
certain way, and often that’s a process we have little control over. Interestingly, and 
consistent with the idea of varying degrees of intelligence, some people seem to 
have more contagious emotions than others. Rousing public speakers, talented 
singers, and some teachers, for example, have the ability to draw us in and take us 
on an emotional journey with them.58 

Desmond Tutu is such a man. He is able to convey and express emotions in 
such a way that others feel the same emotions as deeply as he does. He connects 
with others at a fundamental level. A quick glance in the index of the authorized 
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biography Tutu, finds the subheading “personal characteristics”, followed by a list 
of words like “compassion,” “courage,” “empathy,” “generosity,” “humor,” 
“loyalty,” “wisdom” and so on. The biography is full of anecdotes of people who 
have been moved by the Archbishop.  

Not only is Tutu skillful in emotionally attuning himself to his companions 
and surroundings though, he also has the ability to help others to attune. The Dalai 
Lama, describes him as playful and jovial but also serious in such a way that 
“whenever he joins, the atmosphere completely changes.”59 When Tutu spoke at a 
government dinner in Rwanda after that country’s genocide his audience (largely 
Tutsi) expected a serious speech acknowledging the massacre of their people. But, 
having toured the prisons that day, Tutu knew he needed to balance criticism of the 
nation’s treatment of accused Hutus with empathy towards the Tutsi people’s 
experiences. To the surprise of the audience he began with a joke about the 
ridiculousness of racism. Pointing out his own large nose, he made fun of a system 
that would put large-nosed people in power and require small-nosed people to 
attend small-nose only universities. The absurdities he shared had the audience 
laughing,  until  he  said  “Oh,  I  hear  in  Rwanda  you  tell  whether  you  are  Tutsi  or  
Hutu by the shape of your nose.” He went on to describe how those with one 
shaped nose were treated like animals by those with the other. The emotional 
impact was powerful, one audience member noting that belly laughs became 
nervous titters and then silence.60 Tutu attuned the audience to the negative system 
created in Rwanda by using humor to first make them receptive to his message, by 
connecting with them emotionally. 

 

Cognitive Attunement 
Few of us are routinely attuned to the processes of our emotions, and even 

fewer  of  us  to  the  processes  of  our  minds.  We  often  lack  what  psychologists  call  
“mindfulness”. Mindfulness is a two-part process where we first regulate our 
attention so we notice how we are feeling and behaving, and then cultivate an 
attitude of openness to the experience. When we are mindful we are non-
elaborative, non-judgmental and present-centered.61 We are opening our minds. For 
Desmond Tutu, mindfulness comes through prayer. He regularly takes 
opportunities to create a space where he can attune to his thoughts, even if that 
means covering himself with a sheet in a shared bedroom.62 

In essence, the practice of mindfulness is the process of bringing quality 
attention to moment-by-moment experience. 
It involves acknowledging and accepting our 
current state of mind for what it is. The idea 
is that we create a mental space between 
perception and response, so we can observe 
our thoughts and feelings as they occur but 
not react to them unthinkingly.63  That way 
we can better understand how and why we 
feel and think like we do. Mindfulness is the 
opposite of the mindlessness that plagues 
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most  of  us  on a  daily  basis,  that  sense we have of  being on automatic  pilot  as  we 
react unthinkingly to life.64 It can help us to learn to act in new ways. Consequently, 
it can lead us to make better decisions for our life in systems.65  

Part of attunement is the ability to be aware of our thinking. While we don’t 
generally reflect on our thinking processes regularly, we are starting to find out the 
possibilities this opens us. In part, that’s because our thought processes are 
increasingly at the forefront of researchers’ interest. Happiness researchers are 
finding that we can change the way we feel by changing the way we think. 
Neuroscientists are showing us how our brain works. Psychologists are figuring out 
what strategies we might use to interfere with its sometimes-destructive automatic 
processes. Researchers from a variety of fields are investigating how we can 
combine gut instinct and logical reasoning to optimize our decision-making.66  

 

Physical Attunement 
The night before the first Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearing, 

Archbishop Tutu spoke to journalists of the butterflies in his stomach. He also 
described a tingling sensation throughout his body, something he believed denoted 
the positive possibilities ahead. In systems intelligence terms, he was physically 
attuned. He felt and understood the processes going on in his own body.  

Most of us pay only fleeting attention to how our bodies react to systems. 
We might notice our heart racing before we enter a situation we are nervous about, 
or  we  might  sense  our  muscles  relaxing  as  we  reunite  with  a  loved  one,  but  on  a  
moment-to-moment basis we tend to tune out to what our body is telling us. The 
hectic nature of daily life tramples our ability to listen to our physical signals. 

Perhaps surprisingly, new technologies are helping to change that. Innovative 
products are making inroads in helping us to understand and attune to our bodies 
as systems. The “self-tracking” movement collects data about the human body. 
While many organizations and governments religiously use metrics to chart their 
progress towards goals, individuals tend to be more haphazard in their approach. 
Sure we might weigh ourselves if we are trying to lose weight, or keep a rough tab 
on how far we run if we are training for an event, but generally we know very little 
about ourselves in numerical terms. Advances in both software and hardware, 
however, have enabled self-trackers to gather and analyze data about themselves 
like never before.  

The fundamental belief of the self-tracking or self-quantifying movement is 
that knowledge is power. If people know exactly how much sleep they are getting, 
how much caffeine they are drinking, how their mood changes depending on what 
they do, how much exercise they are getting and so on, they can improve their lives. 
That’s because they can see how increasing and decreasing particular activities 
affects their overall wellbeing or their achieving of specific goals. In other words, it 
allows them to see the interrelationships in their lives and how their bodies and 
their lifestyle work as a system.  It allows them to attune themselves to, well, 
themselves. 
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Opening Your Attunement Channels 
 
Consider which systems in your life you feel most comfortable in.  
What is it about you or those systems that give you this feeling? 
How important is gut instinct to you in those systems? 
How much  do  you  trust  your  gut  instinct  in  situations  where  you  feel  less  
comfortable? 
 
Next time you enter a room full of people: 
How much does your instinct tell you about the mood in the room? 
How does the system in the room affect you physically? 
What emotions does joining the group bring up in you? 
See if you can sense what the connections are between people. 
What are the unarticulated thoughts that come to your mind about the group 
dynamics? 
 
In an appropriate systems context (perhaps at a family gathering or a 
work function): 
Close your eyes and take a moment to feel the atmosphere. 
Open your eyes and check if what you see matches your feel of the situation. 
What are the clues and cues that lead you to make your assessment? 
 
During an interaction of your own 
Try to notice what your intuition is telling you about the situation. 
Are you carrying patterns of behavior from another system to this one? Are 
they effective patterns in this new context? 
Ask “What is this system right now?” as  opposed  to  assuming  what  it  is  from  
past experience. 
How do you think others feel about your impact on the situation?  

 
 
 
Once we have opened our attunement channels we need to orient our senses 

towards feeling the dynamics of the systems around us. We need to feel what is 
going  on  in  those  systems,  and,  at  the  same,  time,  feel  our  own  reactions  and  
contributions to them. That involves attuning to ourselves, others and the systems 
we share. 

Attuning to Ourselves 
Recall a time when you have watched a young child imitate an adult. Perhaps 
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you saw a toddler try to copy a parent as he or she used a computer, drove a car, or 
prepared dinner. Perhaps you saw children playing house or doctors or shops by 
mimicking the behavior they have seen in adults. When we experience this 
phenomenon we are seeing children’s natural systems intelligence at work. They are 
figuring out how context – how being in different systems – alters one’s behavior. 
They step from their normal family system into an alternative system through 
imitation. In the process, they learn by doing and adjust their mental image of 
themselves to the imaginary system at hand. In effect, they are attuning to 
themselves as they work out how their behavior needs to adjust to participate in 
different social systems. 

By the time we become adults, we are so well socialized into the systems 
around us this attuning process has become automatic. We no longer need to stop 
and think about how we should behave in different contexts. We pay little attention 
to the ways we change or don’t change from context to context. Yet, what if we did 
start to attend to our own behavior? While experience in adjusting our behavior to 
the system at hand provides a great shortcut to action, we are also in danger of 
dulling our attunement processes. In other words, we adjust so quickly and 
automatically to the situation as we know it that we don’t always see the situation as 
it actually is or ourselves as we really are. Imagine the benefits of rediscovering our 
childhood capacity for attunement.  

That  is  not  to  say  that  adults  don’t  attune  –  
some people attune to themselves pretty regularly. 
Before a sports game, for example, an athlete might 
go through pre-game rituals. Besides practicing, 
exercising, and eating right – the physical things an 
athlete does to prepare for a big occasion – there are 
the mental activities that prepare them for the 
sporting occasion. 67  Actors, singers and other 
performers have similar rituals that are about self-
attunement. Like athletes, they might pray, meditate, 

or visualize; they might eat the same meals, wear the same clothes, or carry out the 
same yoga moves prior to their performance. Whatever they do, the purpose is the 
same – to build confidence and acuity. They want to be so focused, so attuned, that 
they give of their best. They want to achieve flow, that state where they are 
effortlessly absorbed in their activity to the best of their ability.68 

It’s not just famous people or high-level performers that attune to 
themselves though. Those of us who have performance aspects to our lives do the 
same thing to a certain extent. Sales people, teachers, and gym class instructors all 
pep themselves up one way or another before engaging in their activities. Most 
people who participate in public speaking do the same. It might just be a matter of 
taking several deep breaths to calm the nerves; nevertheless, it is attunement.  

But why limit our sense of mental, physical, and emotional attunement to 
moments of performance, which many of us do our best to avoid anyway? If we 
attune  to  our  whole  state  more  regularly,  we  will  be  more  likely  to  interact  
successfully with others and the systems around us. The automatic, subconscious 
nature of our everyday routines means we pay little attention to the combined state 
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of our mental, emotional and physical wellbeing. We just fall back on set patterns. 
We say the same things to those who serve us in shops in the same tone with the 
same lack of attention. We drive our cars in the same programmed way with our 
minds  racing.  We  do  not  attend,  we  do  not  focus,  we  do  not  listen  to  how  our  
being (mind, body and spirit) is chugging along.  

Yet, the limitations of our brains make it very important for us to attune to 
ourselves as a system. We humans are afflicted with a number of unconscious 
biases,  biases  that  can make it  difficult  for  us  to behave with systems intelligence.  
These biases detract from our ability to be considerate to others, to take their 
thoughts into account and approach them with warmth and acceptance. With an 
increased sense of attunement to our own mental processes, however, we are more 
likely to be alert to and so able to compensate for our cognitive limitations. 

The standard attribution error, for example, is a very common bias. An 
extensive body of work in psychology research looks at how we make snap, fallible, 
judgments. Much of it concerns attribution theory, which explains how we observe 
behavior  and  then  reason  back  to  the  cause  of  that  behavior  –  usually  in  a  very  
rapid, unconscious process. 69  What scientists have found is that most people 
attribute negative behavior in others to their disposition. John slept in and was late 
for  work,  therefore  John  is  lazy.  My  partner  never  takes  me  out  for  a  romantic  
dinner, therefore my partner is unromantic. The woman in the bakery never chats 
to me when I buy a pastry, therefore she is rude. In contrast, most of us attribute 
our own negative behaviors to the situation.  I  slept  in  late  and  was  late  for  work  
because there was a power cut. I never take my partner out for a romantic dinner 
because I am saving money. I never chat with the woman in the store because I am 
busy.  
Attribution involves labeling people with descriptions based on our limited 
knowledge of them. The process of labeling people is very powerful. First 
impressions are made in the first few seconds of meeting someone and it is 

extremely difficult to change them. Yet, we bristle when people seem to have the 
“wrong” impression of us, because we can explain our own actions in the context 
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of our lives, in the context of the systems that we live in. When we make attribution 
errors, we are limiting the potential for systems intelligent behavior because we are 
not stopping to think about the actions of others in situational, contextual, systemic 
terms – instead we make judgments about their character. If everybody in the 
system is doing this, the relationships between the individuals never have a chance 
to fully flourish. Psychologist Philip Zimbardo stresses that people need to practice 
“attributional charity.”70 In other words, we need to make a conscious effort to 
look to the situation rather than the person before we attribute blame and make 
judgments.  

When people first hear about attribution errors, they commonly think of 
humans as being self-serving – finding excuses for their own behavior while laying 
blame at the personality of others. However, the situation is more complex than 
this. Social psychologists have theorized that much of the difference in attribution 
comes from the available information we have for perceiving ourselves as 
compared to others.71 

When we consider our own behavior we are privy to far more information 
that when we consider the behavior of others. We know our own goals, 
motivations and intentions. If we happen to be late to work on the day we are due 
to give a presentation because of a traffic jam, we know whether our intentions 
were to be on time and it really was the traffic that prevented us from making it or 
not. We can make a correct attribution about our own behavior. However, if our 
colleague was late in the reverse situation, we are more likely to attribute their 
lateness to deliberate avoidance. Why? Because we focus on the end result of their 
actions. We can see they didn’t arrive on time and we assume that their intention 
was to avoid the visit. When we make judgments about ourselves, we pay attention 
to our internal thoughts and feelings, whereas when we judge others we rely on 
what we see externally and what we assume is going on internally (because we 
cannot ever know what they really think). There is an asymmetry of information 
that can be detrimental to our choices in systems. 

Yet if we are attuned to how our mind works we can compensate for the 
shortcuts it takes. We can make a deliberate choice to let others have a voice before 
we  rush  to  judgment.  We  can  cultivate  fairness  and  generosity  of  spirit  in  
interactions with others. We can practice mindfulness. According to Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, incorporating mindfulness into our daily life is a matter of choice. 
He believes all people are essentially good but continually face a choice whether to 
do good or to do wrong, such as by participating in oppressive systems. How do 
people choose how to act? Says Tutu, “Well, how do you learn to swim? You learn 
to swim by swimming. How do you learn to play the violin? You learn to play the 
violin by playing the violin. Trust your instincts. Trust your intuitions. Where you 
would have wanted to give a scathing reply, just try once to bite your tongue. One 
little victory helps you to get to the next victory.”72 

Tutu practices what he preaches. He attunes to his own motivations and so 
opens himself up to experience people with fairness, warmth and acceptance. Such 
an approach has enabled him to be honest about his own shortcomings and so 
surmount them. He tells of how at the outset of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, he and the others involved spent too much time jostling for position, 
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trying to impress one another with their abilities and seriousness. He critiques his 
lack of attunement to the effects of appointing so many white staff to the 
Commission. He describes his roller coaster emotions and the physical toll the 
work  of  the  Commission  had  on  his  body,  and  the  comfort  and  renewal  he  was  
able to find in his faith.73 

Being able to attune to ourselves means that we are better able to feel our 
own response to a systemic situation. We are aware of how our body is responding, 
our mind’s thoughts, and our emotional reactions. Because we are attuned we can 
combine both reason and instincts to respond to what unfolds. Of course, attuning 
to ourselves is only part of the story because we are not alone in systems. We share 
them with other people and so we need to attune with others’ experience of 
systems, too. 

 

Attuning to Others 
Some  years  ago  on  a  television  program  an  interviewer  spoke  to  a  female  

production line  worker  about  her  job.  The worker  explained that  she had been at  
the factory for fifteen years or so since leaving school. The interviewer asked her 
what  she  did  for  her  job  and  she  replied  that  she  took  packets  of  biscuits  off  a  
conveyor belt and put them into cardboard boxes. Had she always done the same 
job, asked the interviewer? Yes, she replied. And did she enjoy it? The worker 
enthusiastically said she did, commenting how friendly her co-workers were and 
how much fun they had. In a disbelieving tone, the interviewer said “Really? Don’t 
you find it a bit boring?” “On no,” said the worker. “Sometimes they change the 
biscuits.”74  

Most people’s first instinct when they hear of this exchange is to laugh at the 
factory worker’s apparent naiveté, but this story is a wonderful lesson in 
attunement. Just because we personally might find packing biscuits boring, we 
shouldn’t assume that everyone feels this way. We are too eager to assume that 
others share our motivations, needs, and outlook. We are too quick to dismiss or 
misunderstand the emotional experiences of others when they are not like our own. 
When we overcome these impulses towards snap judgments and instead cultivate 
an empathetic connection, we are attuning to others.  

The ability to attune to others, like all aspects of our systems intelligence, is 
both a gift we are born with and a skill we can improve. Psychologist Barbara 
Fredrickson’s research, for example, has demonstrated that changing the ways we 
connect changes our capacity to connect by actually rewiring our neural pathways. 
If we don’t make the opportunity or effort to attune with others we diminish our 
ability to do so. Thankfully, the reverse is also true. The more we attune, the more 
capable we are of attuning. Studies have also shown that increased warmth and 
tenderness towards others and ourselves can lead to improvement in our 
cardiovascular system via the vagus nerve. As a result, the more attuned to others 
we become, Fredrickson argues, the healthier we become, and vice versa.75 

This understanding of the mutually-forming and increasingly-connected 
relationship between others and ourselves is supported by many studies in the fast-
growing field of social neuroscience. Social neuroscience is concerned with the 
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study of brain activity related to social interactions. 76  It examines how biology 
influences behavior but also how social behavior changes biology. 77  The main 
premise of social neuroscience is that the brain (a biological entity) may develop 
and operate differently depending on social context. A range of experiments from 
the 1970s onward, together with the development of new brain imaging 
technologies, have provided fresh insight into how this occurs. They confirm that 
what happens to us socially affects us physically. Think of the consequences of hurt 
feelings, broken hearts, group laughter – we physically feel the results of social 
interactions. Humans are not only connected emotionally, we are actually 
physiologically linked. In other words, when we come together we create a system 
that has a number of different inputs. 

Neuroscience research has opened up some amazing discoveries that 
support the importance of attunement. One such discovery is the presence of 
mirror neurons.78 Mirror neurons are the neurons in the brain that become active in 
response to the actions of others. For example, experiments show that when 
observing someone reaching for a fresh cup of tea, the observers’ motor cortex of 
the brain will become slightly active, as if they themselves were reaching for the 
cup.79 That is, other people’s actions communicate directly with our brain at an 
unconscious level creating a system. If we can alter the processes of one another’s 
brains simply as a result of watching one another, imagine, then, the impact of daily 
life when we are awash in social signals.  

Importantly, people do not always express themselves through words. 
Studies show that by far the majority of what we communicate is non-verbal. We 
attune to what other people are feeling by paying attention to their tone of voice, 
body language, touch, use of personal space, 
and  facial  expressions.  Most  of  the  
messages we receive through these 
channels, as opposed to the words that 
people say, are processed without our 
conscious awareness. In fact, many of the 
non-verbal messages we receive are 
messages that the person is not even aware 
that they are sending. Professor of 
Psychology Paul Ekman has devoted much 
of his professional life to understanding 
micro expressions, the fleeting facial 
expressions that convey our underlying 
emotions. Ekman’s studies show that these 
flashes of emotion are not culturally based, 
but common to all humans.80 Some of us are more attuned to other people’s micro 
expressions than others, but Ekman’s work demonstrates that we can be trained in 
reading micro expressions.  

Catching people’s fleeting expression of emotions is part of our capacity for 
empathy. Empathy is a natural aspect of our humanity, and the absence of empathy 
is generally considered to be a personality disorder. 81  It  is  also  an  essential  
component of systems because it creates warmth, acceptance and considerateness 
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in relationships. Empathy is what makes us feel concern for the welfare of others, 
even when we do not personally know them. For example, children when asked in 
an experiment if they wanted a sticker for themselves or if they would also like to 
give one to another person present almost always chose to have both participants 
receive stickers.82 As psychologist Gird Gigerenzer notes, we humans not only want 
to share with unfamiliar people, we even get angry when strangers don’t share.  

Our ability to empathize with others, however, often depends on how like us 
they are. The brain is wired to look for confirmatory evidence that our perception is 
right, and our thought processes help us to cook the facts in our favor, hence our 
fallibility towards attribution errors. For example, we will retrieve memories that 
confirm whatever point we are making and ignore those that refute it. In other 
words, we unconsciously tend to expose ourselves to information that confirms our 
perception of the world, so reinforcing our beliefs. Nowhere is that more obvious 
than when we choose the company we keep. Humans want to surround themselves 
with people who not only like them, but are like them.83 We befriend people who 
will mostly agree with us. 

Consequently, it is far easier to empathize with our friends. For the most 
part, they think like us, so to imagine how they are feeling in different situations is 
not such a stretch. But what do we know about the assistant in the shop, the 
passengers  on  the  train,  the  driver  in  the  car  next  to  us?  These  people,  too,  are  
connected with us. When we enter the shop, the train carriage, the car we begin a 
relationship with others in those systems. Yet they are not people we have chosen 
to interact with. They neither know nor like us. We don’t know if their beliefs and 
perceptions  are  close  to  ours  or  not.  As  a  result,  we  have  to  make  an  effort  to  
attune ourselves to them. 

This is an aspect of attunement that Archbishop Tutu deliberately practices. 
He has often spoken about the need to cultivate empathy with one’s enemies. “If 
you  want  peace,”  he  said,  “you  don't  talk  to  your  friends.  You  talk  to  your  
enemies.”84 One of the main tenets of Tutu’s life has been his commitment to 
ubuntu, the traditional African concept of interconnectedness. Often poorly 
translated into English as “community” its richness is perhaps better captured as “a 
person understands that he or she needs the person in front of them to be who 
they are.”85 It is an understanding of the systemic nature of human relationships. 
The reconciliation and forgiveness process he drove in South Africa was about 
bringing bitter enemies to the table so the truth could set them free to move 
forward. Many of the blacks who forgave their persecutors did so because of a deep 
belief in ubuntu. For them, perpetrators and victims were inextricably linked and it 
was important to make the world whole again by having each acknowledge the 
humanity in the other.86 
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Reading Intentions and Expectations 
Reading intentions is part of life in systems. Remarkably we have the capacity 

to read intentions even as infants. A wealth of research on infant behavior explores 
how tiny babies develop systemic relationships with their primary caregiver, 87 
principally through making eye contact. Psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen argues 
that eye contact allows the baby to activate his or her “intentionality detector” – the 
infant’s means for reading the intentions of others.88 Others have pointed out that 
both the verbal and non-verbal connection between mother and baby equate to a 
process of co-creativity where they are “working together for the purpose of 
growth.”89 The infant’s innate systems intelligence leads it to seek out connections 
and inputs from its environment and to respond to those.  

We carry that ability into adulthood. In daily life, we are continuously, both 
consciously and unconsciously, processing how we feel, what we think, what we 
expect and how we perceive others to be thinking, feeling and anticipating. We are 
alive to the array of social cues that are thrown at us in any interaction. Most of the 
time, we make sense of them and respond appropriately. We are especially good at 
doing so when we are within familiar systems. That’s how we figure out how to 
respond when our co-worker hands us a single red rose. Our reaction will likely be 
different to how we would respond if our spouse or our parent or our friend gave 
us the same flower. Without conscious thought, we can sense what is going on and 
recognize people’s emotions. This enables us to generate expectations or predict 
behaviors, two skills essential for living in systems.  

As well as reading the intentions, generating expectations, and predicting 
behaviors of others we also create expectations in others. Our own actions within 

any system contribute to the rhythm of a situation. We often 
overlook the power of the unconscious 
messages we send, but if we stop and 
think about it we can recall their 
impact. Think of the difference 
physically, emotionally and mentally 
when we go into a workplace meeting 
excited about what might unfold 
versus dragging ourselves there out of 
a sense of obligation, anticipating a 
negative experience. When we adopt 

either of these orientations we set the mood for ourselves, 
but we also affect the system as it unfolds. Others present 
will unconsciously feed off our energy levels. Acting 
systems intelligently means attempting to create a positive 
spiral of expectations rather than a negative one.  

The ability to read intentions and create expectations 
can be something of a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, it allows us to get on with life in systems, giving us a kind of short cut to 
understanding a situation. On the other, it can fool us into believing what really are 
acts of our imagination. We have to understand that it is possible for us to read 
situations incorrectly. We have expectations and imagine what the other is thinking, 
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but we have no way of confirming that without interaction. It is important that we 
do no over-rely  on our  own answers  and treat  our  expectations and imaginings  as  
fixed  and  certain.  The  intentions  we  ascribe  to  others  might  be  inaccurate.  It  is  
systems intelligent, in other words, to be aware of our attunement process and alert 
to the traps we might fall into. 

Critics of the Truth and Reconciliation process, for example, often 
complained that Archbishop Tutu put too much emphasis on Christianity. For his 
critics, Tutu’s focus on forgiveness seemed too grounded in theology. But journalist 
Antjie Krog, who followed the Commission closely, argues that this complaint 
misunderstands the African psyche. White people tended to misread Tutu as 
imposing his religious views on others. Black participants understood that 
forgiveness and reconciliation were needed to restore their country’s humanity 
because they shared his belief in the concept of ubuntu. They were more attuned to 
Tutu’s intent and shared his expectations of the process.   

While  we  are  busy  building  our  own  expectations  of  others,  others  are  of  
course doing the same of us. The expectations that we communicate to them affect 
their view of us and their behavior towards us, and so the outcomes in the system, 
as the research of Robert Rosenthal shows.90 

In 1968 Harvard psychologist Robert Rosenthal and colleague Lenore 
Jacobson conducted a now classic study that looked at how teachers’ expectations 
of children shape how those children perform at school. The researchers tested 
elementary school children and told their teachers at the start of the academic year 
that the test scores predicted which children would bloom intellectually during the 
school year. In fact, the researchers had randomly assigned twenty percent of the 
children as bloomers. The teachers were deceived on two counts – one, the test 
taken by the children did not predict intellectual potential and, two, the names they 
were given of the so-called bloomers bore no relation to the test scores. The 
teachers then taught their classes as usual.  

When the students were retested at the end of the year those who had been 
identified as intellectual bloomers did significantly better in measurements of 
intellectual growth than those in the control group. The results showed that those 
of whom more was expected delivered. In effect, the results indicated that when 
teachers expect students to do well and show intellectual growth, they do; when 
teachers do not have such expectations, performance and growth are not so 
encouraged and may in fact be discouraged in a variety of ways.  

Unconsciously, the teachers had responded to the students based on the 
information they had been given about them. They were encouraging and positive 
with the “good” students, and more dismissive and perfunctory with the “bad” 
students. The teachers’ opinions about the students affected how they engaged with 
their pupils, their expectations creating a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Rosenthal’s results have been replicated in many systemic settings, from elementary 
school to college and even military academies. 
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What  are  the  lessons  of  this  research?  There  is  no  easy  fix  to  the  biases  it  
reveals. It is frustrating to know that teacher expectations affect student 
performance yet to not have an answer as to how to avoid creating and 
communicating these expectations. In essence, it 
seems to come down to the intangible 
connections involved in interpersonal connection 
between teacher and student. Somewhere in their 
interactions, in the system created between 
teacher and student, expectations are formed and 
conveyed and the effects of those are extremely 
powerful. Consequently, many educational and 
psychology researchers continue to wrestle with 
issues that will help teachers deal with this 
effect.91  

While  many  studies  show  the  power  of  
unconscious negative expectations, we can take 
heart from the fact that the reverse is also true. 
Just as low expectations can lead to low 
performance, so high expectations can lead to 
excellence. Employees’ work performance, for 
example, grows across a range of measures when 
their managers give a genuine, consistent message about their great potential. 

Part of being sensitive to the system of interaction, then, is working with 
expectations and intentions, and understanding how they shape a situation. Instead 
of  assuming  we  know  how  others  will  behave  from  previous  patterns,  we  can  
attune ourselves to the moment in the moment. We can make an effort to assess 
whether we are sensing the system or systems at work, or just what we expect to be 
there. The systems intelligent recipe for creating an uplifting spiral is to expect a lot 
from people and reinforce this with positive messages. If we make a conscious 
effort to form positive expectations of people, we will unconsciously communicate 
those and they may well instinctually live up to our expectations. 

 

Attuning to Systems 
When Archbishop Tutu headed the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 

South Africa, the healing process implemented after the collapse of apartheid, he 
oversaw the creation of a remarkable system of justice and forgiveness. Tutu 
describes the commission as “a third way” – an alternative to the persecution and 
punishment model of justice evidenced by the Nuremberg trials following World 
War Two and the kind of national amnesia that a blanket amnesty would create.92 
Managing the reconciliation process was about the delicate creation of a system, 
and Tutu was very attuned to the nuances of the process. 

The Commission knew the first hearing, in particular, was going to be a 
momentous event, one that “would shape subsequent hearings positively or 
negatively” and so they aimed to be fair and take into account the perspectives of 
the many parties present.93 The group decided to hold an interfaith service the day 
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before, and Tutu spoke in several languages during the service to stress that the 
Commission belonged to all. The leadership also chose to hold the meeting in the 
Eastern Cape because that was the symbolic birthplace of black resistance and 
correspondingly a place where many of apartheid’s atrocities had been viciously 
enforced. Victims were deliberately invited to speak first to symbolize their being 
given a voice. The victims selected represented differing political views, both 
genders, different regions, and young and old. To create an atmosphere of 
calmness, affirmation and openness, cross-examination of witnesses was not 
allowed.  At  the  end  of  the  first  day,  and  each  day  he  presided  over,  Tutu  
summarized the prevailing mood and its main accomplishments.94 

The dignity and sensitivity with which Archbishop Tutu ran the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission was in many ways a reflection of an ability to attune to 
the systems around him that he had exemplified all his life. When the young 
Desmond Tutu attended the mixed race school at which his father was headmaster, 
he noticed that children of different colored skins were able to get along. He was 
shocked and intrigued when he saw a white priest tip his hat to his black, domestic 
cleaner mother. These experiences stuck with him because they were so precisely 
out of tune with the normal system around him, the injustices of apartheid.  

In  the  mid-1970s,  Tutu  stepped  forward  as  a  leader  and  became  a  
spokesperson for social justice, at some risk to his own freedoms. In this new role, 
he attuned himself to the general public’s emotional response to the anti-apartheid 
fight by advocating only non-violent means by which to overthrow the system. He 
encouraged protests, demonstrations, boycotts, civil disobedience and 
disinvestment as effective ways to pressure the government, and always renounced 
violent options.95 He also constantly wrote and spoke of reconciliation as the path 
forward. His stance earned him respect at home and abroad, including the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1984.  

In other words, Tutu attended and attuned to the overlapping systems 
present and the new system being co-created. As an individual he placed himself in 
the bigger picture. Interestingly, he described his role as leader of a system to be a 
servant to that system. By this he meant that he sought to meet the needs of others, 
did not expect self-glorification, and worked for the good of the system. 96 
Archbishop  Desmond  Tutu  exemplifies  how  even  in  a  difficult  situation  we  can  
bring about change by attuning to the systems around us. 
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We  don’t  have  to  be  as  gifted  or  as  
famous or as respected as Desmond Tutu to 
develop systems attunement, however. We all 
have the ability to attune to our environment. 
Like many aspects of systems intelligence, 
attuning to our surroundings is something that 
we do regularly without being aware of it or 
labeling it such. Recall the last time you 
walked into a room full of people. Chances 
are within moments of entering you had 
unconsciously registered whether the 
prevailing mood was one of joy, anger, 
sadness or something else. Consider how you 
are invariably aware when you interact with 
people who have just argued even when no 
argument is referred to. Think about times 
when you have felt welcome or unwelcome as you entered a meeting or a store. 
Something about our receptiveness to the environment conveys to us the 
atmosphere. We can subconsciously hear, taste, and feel the mood in particular 
situations. Attuning is an unconscious process that is part of our daily lives, but it is 
a process that we can draw on more effectively when we understand its impact and 
application. 

Aviation  crews,  for  example,  are  often  trained  in  what  that  field  calls  
“situation awareness.” Successful flight crews need to be aware of their 
environment, understand what is going on around them, figure out what is 
important and accurately imagine what might happen next.97 This  is  not  as  simple  
as seeing what is occurring in the flight environment as it is a whole body 
experience. Crews absorb information about the environment via “visual, aural, 
tactile, olfactory or taste receptors.” 98  A  change  in  the  hum  of  an  engine,  a  
flickering light, or a vibrating instrument can be crucial clues as to the functioning 
of the system. In systems intelligence terms, they need to be attuned to the system 
created in the process of flying a plane.  

Just how valuable a skill the ability to attune to a system is can be is perhaps 
best illustrated by its absence. Autistic people often lack the capacity to make 
judgments about social contexts. Instead of adjusting their behavior according to a 
situation as it unfolds, they try to learn and apply rules.99 But rote application of 
rules is a poor substitute to instinctually feeling the rhythm of social experiences. 
Psychologists refer to the inability to make automatic interpretations of events that 
take into consideration the mental states, desires and beliefs of others as 
“mindblindness.”100 Few  of  us  suffer  from  mindblindness,  but  at  times,  such  as  
when we experience new situations, we can perceive the social world as somewhat 
confusing. Because the systems around us are always changing we need to develop 
capabilities for handling our lives within systems, irrespective of the system. When 
we can attune and so adapt to the system at hand, that is systems intelligence. We 
can not only learn to attune to our family, our workplace, our groups of friends, but 
also the many different contexts and the bigger systems we find ourselves in. 
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Generally, though, in daily life we participate in a range of systems we are 
comfortable with – schools, workplaces, relationships, families and so on. Often 
they have become so familiar and comfortable to us that we take them for granted. 
Consequently,  they slip  to the borders  of  our  consciousness.  This  can be good in 
the  sense  that  it  releases  energy  for  us  to  focus  on  other  things.  We  don’t  spend  
excessive amounts of time considering all the nuances of the relationships that 
constitute our workplace, for example. However, there are drawbacks, too, to our 
inattention.  

For one, even where systems are well intentioned and seem to be working 
well,  they can fail  in  the long run because they are  unattended to.  Thus when the 
free-market economies of many western nations went into a recession in 2008, 
many citizens were surprised. Most of us were happy to allow the system to run its 
course while we acquired the latest gadgets and saw our housing values rise. We 
didn’t bother ourselves with the details of its workings until we felt the 
consequence of its failure. Similarly, historically most of us paid little attention to 
the disposal of waste in our societies until the toxic effects of landfills and the 
impact of long-lasting plastics and other man-made substances became widely 
known. It is only when those who are attuned to the consequences of systems, both 
intended and unintended, manage to inform the rest of us that we become 
conscious of and can collectively act to change them. 

For  another,  if  we  are  not  attuned  it  is  easy  to  absolve  ourselves  of  
responsibility in a system. In the wake of the collapse of apartheid in South Africa 
many of those who had not opposed the regime claimed that they did not know 
how bad things were. Tutu allows that many whites grew up knowing no other 
system, and had no motivation to question a system that bought them privilege and 
affluence. He notes, too, that apartheid was a very sophisticated system. Black 
townships and so black oppression were out of sight of most whites. Even more 
powerful, however, was the way that apartheid ensured that institutions of authority 
upheld the status quo. Most people were excluded from political decision-making 
and therefore social and economic influence. The media was used to support the 
regime. People became conditioned to the system at hand and did not attune to the 
big picture.101  

As a consequence each person separately reacted to the system without 
seeing the cumulative overall effect of the reactive behaviors on others. As a result 
of this lack of attunement, we end up unable to collaboratively turn our efforts to 
the  system  itself.  We  each  do  our  own  individual  thing,  not  realizing  we  are  all  
dissatisfied with how the system is working.  

The wonderful  image of  a  school  of  fish being chased by a  single  predator,  
who when they work together are able to turn on their hunter captures something 
of this idea. The larger fish is the faceless system at work; the school of small fish 
illustrates the power of collective over individual action.   
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From Attunement to Reflection 
Attunement is a fundamental orientation process that links individuals to 

others and to a bigger picture. It occurs on multiple levels – we attune emotionally, 
cognitively and physically. Attunement is whole of being experience – it involves 
our minds, our bodies and our emotions. When we attune to others we feel a sense 
of harmony or resonance with them. We experience empathy and compassion. As a 
consequence of this connection, we subtly adjust our demeanor, our actions and 
our reactions in concurrence with the system we experience. We become warm and 
accepting, considerate, and thoughtful both of others and the situation at hand. 
That’s systems intelligence in action. 

But our systems perception and attunement skills – the sensing aspects of 
our systems intelligence – are just part of the picture. Our systems intelligence can 
be enhanced further if we also develop our thinking skills, and it is the capacity we 
have for reflection that we turn to next. 
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Attunement: What Can I do Today? 
 
Attuning to yourself: 
Pay attention to how your mind, body and emotions react to group 
situations. Think about what is causing the reactions and it might be useful 
to adjust your responses. How can you be more approachable, warm, fair, 
considerate? 
 
Pay attention to what you read into the other people’s intentions by 
observing them. Does what you expect occur? Do you think your 
expectations are affecting how you interpret what you see? Can you practice 
attributional charity? 
 
How might you change your behavior if you knew people’s intentions were 
different from what you think they are? 
 
Attuning to others: 
See if you can sense what the other(s) expect of you. 
 
Watch others in a system interact (e.g. colleagues, family members). 
Pay attention to the expectations you develop about how the interaction will 
go. Ask yourself, “What expectations am I communicating to others?” 
  
Consider how your reading of others’ intentions is affecting your own 
behavior. Think of ways to develop and communicate positive expectations. 
 
Take into account how others might be seeing, thinking and feeling about a 
situation. Let them have a voice rather than assume you know their 
intentions.  
Make an effort to empathize with others, especially those who are not like 
you. Be generous in your interactions. 
 
Attuning to systems: 
Try  to  get  a  sense  of  the  big  picture.  Think  about  what  is  affecting  your  
behavior and the behavior of others beyond your interpersonal relationship. 
 
Act in ways that take into account multiple perspectives. 
Make an effort to feel how the systems around you are working. Notice if a 
system is functioning poorly or creating negative outcomes. Attend to the 
whole, not just your place in it. 
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Reflection 
 

“We had come to the farmland to eat deliberately. We’d discussed for several years what 
that would actually mean…we were going to spend a year integrating our food choices with our 

family values…” ~ Barbara Kingsolver102 
 
 

 
What are you having for dinner tonight? Meat? Vegetables? Pasta? Whatever 

it is you are planning to eat this evening, do you know where it comes from? For 
most of us, beyond the superficial answer of the supermarket, the answer is 
probably no. The majority of people buy food for their meals without much 
thought about its origin. We might check the fat content, the best before date, and 
the price, but we rarely take the time to reflect on where the tomatoes, or lamb 
chops, or bag of coffee beans came from. We accept the choices put in front of us 
and make our selection without considering the system of food production we are 
participating in and how our decisions might be affecting that and other systems. 

Our ignorance is in some ways excusable. It seems unrealistic to expect to 
understand the workings of every system within which we participate. Yet, if we 
take the time to consider both the system at hand and our own contribution to it – 
if  we  take  the  time  to  reflect  –  we  open  up  the  possibility  of  making  informed  
decisions about our behavior rather than simply acting uncritically. Seeing and 
attuning to the systems around us, enables a better contribution to their 
constructive flourishing because we have a clearer idea of the impact of our actions. 
But to accompany a new way of seeing and sensing the world, we also need new 
ways of thinking. Reflection is a key capacity that helps us to choose systems-
commensurate  actions.  It  allows  us  to  ask  “what  have  I  done?”  or  “what  is  my  
responsibility?” Reflecting on the systems around us, and our actions in those 
systems, moves us towards living with systems intelligence. 

That’s certainly what author Barbara Kingsolver and her family found when 
they reflected on their role in the food chain, a process that led to a whole new way 
of feeding themselves. The family had been living in Tuscon, Arizona, a heavily 
populated oasis in the desert. In Tuscon, almost every foodstuff comes to town in a 
refrigerated vehicle. Drinking water either comes from a non-renewable fossil 
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aquifer or is siphoned off the Colorado river, via an open canal that traverses some 
of the driest land in the US.103 At what environmental, financial and social cost, 
wondered the Kingsolvers? 

As  the  family  reflected  on  the  process  of  how  food  was  brought  to  their  
table, they uncovered some startling information. They learned that the majority of 
farmed land in the US is now being used for corn and soybean crops, in part 
because of generous government subsidies. Thanks to the financial incentives and 
the use of pesticides and fertilizer, yields have increased hugely. As a result, US 
farmers produce too much corn and soybeans for Americans to eat, so the surplus 
production has instead become raw material for extractive industries. It is mined 
for oils, syrups and starches; used to intensively farm beef, produce soft drinks and 
other junk foods; and even made into packaging materials.  

In  many  ways  this  is  an  agricultural  success  story.  But  in  other  ways  it  is  a  
disaster. The incentives to grow corn and soy mean other food crops are neglected. 
The over production that diverts the extracts to other industries means that once 
grass-fed animals are being raised on something that is not a natural food for their 
species, with unknown consequences for human health. The very sugary excess 
corn syrup finds its way into many processed foods. This is happening at the same 
time that the US government is promoting healthy eating and the latest health 
figures suggest that this generation of children will be the first to have a shorter life 
expectancy than their parents largely thanks to their diet.104  

The Kingsolvers knew they couldn’t miraculously fix the problems they saw 
with the industrial food pipeline. Nevertheless, the connections they uncovered 
between the food they were eating and the environmental and social costs of its 
production made them want to act in ways that were more aligned with their values. 
So the family decided to become more conscious consumers. They wanted to see if 
it was possible to live the values that they espoused and what the consequences of 
that might be.   

In his book What Intelligence Tests Miss, Professor Keith Stanovich tells the 
sorry tales of two smart, educated men who acted foolishly by making repeated bad 
investments on the stock market. He uses these examples to illustrate that what we 
understand as intelligence is not enough to explain our ability to make successful 
and sensible decisions in life. Such foolishness is all around us. Highly educated 
people  make  poor  financial  decisions,  our  clever  neighbors  fall  for  scam  artists,  
bright family members buy miracle pills to cure their baldness. People can be smart 
but still do dumb things, and the reason for that is because not everyone who is 
intelligent by traditional measures is fully using their reflective mind.   

The reflective mind is the part of cognition that controls the rationality of 
our behavior. We may well be talented at solving mathematical equations or writing 
articles for newspapers as Stanovich’s two investors were, but that doesn’t mean we 
are talented at adapting our actions wisely to our environment. To be rational, we 
must have well-calibrated beliefs and act appropriately on those beliefs to achieve 
our goals.105  Accordingly, Stanovich argues for the value in measuring people’s 
reflective capabilities when assessing intelligence. For the purposes of Systems 
Intelligence, however, measurement is not important. What is important is that we 
cultivate and use the capacities of the reflective mind.  
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To a large extent, that’s what the Kingsolver family did. They contemplated 
their beliefs, considered many perspectives along the way, and then acted rationally 
in harmony with their principles. Fortunate enough to own land in the more lush 
Appalachian area, the family of four (Barbara Kingsolver, her biology professor 
husband Steven Hopp and daughters Camille and Lily) packed up their things and 
moved to a more fertile landscape. Their goal was to sustain themselves by 
abandoning the food industry. They vowed to buy locally raised food, grow it 
themselves, or do without (with the exception of olive oil, spices and grains). They 
published the record of their experience, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle hoping to inspire 
others to think about their relationship with food.  

We don’t have to share the Kingsolver family’s values or focus on the system 
of food production to see the benefits of reflection. Whatever systems we engage 
with, taking the time to think about how we see, feel, think, and act helps us to 
understand what drives our behavior. It also enables us to process the connections 
between seemingly unrelated things and to view situations from many perspectives. 
Critically evaluating rather than just noticing our thought processes can lead us to 
think more carefully about the consequences of our actions, and so help us to 
improve our behavior and live by our values. Unsurprisingly, reflection also helps 
understanding and the improvement of our interactions with the systems around 
us. It leads to systems intelligent behavior.  

 

Understanding our Thinking Processes 
Given that we can benefit hugely 

from understanding why we do the things 
we do, it is important to take time to think 
about our thinking. Thinking about 
thinking – what academics call meta-level 
thinking – is not something most of us 
typically do. Most of us simply have 
thoughts and act on those. However, 
brains have the capacity to not only have 
thoughts, but also think about those 
thoughts and analyze where they came 
from. Humans can reflect on, and change, 
the processes of their minds. 

Daniel Siegel, a clinical professor of 
psychiatry, coined the term mindsight to 
refer to the mind’s ability to see both itself 
and the minds of others. 106  Using our 

mindsight is about focusing our attention on the internal workings of our own 
brains, and by extension being able to imagine how others might be thinking. 
Understanding how our own thought processes work, what drives our behavior and 
the values and standards that we live by empowers us in social systems.  

By attuning to our experiences, naming them, and taking the time to listen to 
our own thoughts we can build up a clearer overall picture of how we see the 
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world. Even attending to small details of our thought processes can have a dramatic 
impact. Consider how you describe your emotions. Do you tell yourself “I am 
angry,” “I am depressed,” or “I am sad”? With mindsight it is possible to perceive 
the difference between saying “I am sad” and “I feel sad.” When we say we are sad 
we define ourselves by the temporary emotion – when we say we feel sad we 
acknowledge a feeling without becoming it, thus giving ourselves the opportunity to 
transform that feeling.107 We recognize that our brain is producing an emotion, but 
we act intelligently instead of reactively.  

Learning to see the workings of our minds does more than just change how 
we act in the moment – it also changes the functioning of our brains. 
Neuroplasticity, the property of the brain that allows the connections in our brain 
continue to develop even as we age, means we can shape the pathways of our 
thoughts throughout our lives. One of the best ways to do this is to take the time to 
reflect internally, focusing on sensations, images, feelings and thoughts, to help 
better integrate the brain.108 Learning to think about our thinking is a useful tool for 
moving from reactive to reflective behavior in systems. 

Adopting a growth mindset, a desire to improve not only our actions but our 
thinking helps enlighten us about the relationship between our non-conscious and 
our conscious thought processes. Brain research suggests that more than forty 
percent  of  things  people  do  each  day  are  the  result  of  mindless  (in  the  sense  of  
automatic) habits rather than decisions.109 Scientists have discovered that our non-
conscious 
thoughts are 
powerful, 
sophisticated and 
adaptive, and 
responsible for 
much of our 
functioning as 
humans. Our 
non-conscious, 
what scientists 
call type-one 
thinking, learns 
through pattern 
recognition, 
decides what we attend to and select, interprets information, generates feelings that 
help us make decisions, and even establishes goals. Without it we couldn’t do 
everyday things like divide our attention, process language automatically, or even 
balance. 110  Being able to size up and interpret our environments by decoding 
thousands of sensory inputs and acting quickly allows us to navigate our world. 
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Take, for example, our 

survival instincts. When we 
are under threat, survival 
instinct, such as the flight or 
fight impulse, can mean the 
difference between life and 
death. In situations where we 
feel danger, human brains are 
designed to deal with the 
most important functions 
first.  Were  we  to  see  a  lion  
lunging for us, for example, 
we would feel  fear  before  we 

would mentally process that the four-legged beast we see is a lion about to attack.111 
Our brains signal what we should do before telling us the finer details of what is 
going on. Survival instinct is part of the fast, involuntary and automatic processes 
our brain completes without our knowledge. 

But that’s not the only type of brain power available to us. We also have the 
ability to reflect, develop beliefs and make deliberate choices about our behavior.112 
That’s our type two thinking at work – the thoughtful, rational, conscious processes of 
our brain. We need both types of thinking to function, and both types of thinking 
contribute to systems intelligent behavior. However, when we feel under pressure 
we invariably default to type-one thinking. We become reactive. When survival 
mode takes over, for example, stimulus plus response becomes our default, even 
though  we  are  capable  of  adding  an  extra  cognitive  layer  and  thinking  carefully  
about what response would be best. That’s great if we are being attacked by a lion 
but not so useful if we arguing with a co-worker. 

To overcome our 
tendency to default to type one -
thinking under pressure, we need 
to develop what Stanovich calls 
“mindware,” analogous to 
software on a computer. With 
such mindware we can influence 
our type one with the more 
rational process of type two.113 
That influence requires two 
capabilities: the ability to 
interrupt and suppress our type 
one reactions and the ability to 
choose a better response 
through rational reasoning 
processes. 114  While type one 
processes are automatic and 
often involuntary, we can use 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 78 

type  two  to  control  them  when  we  have  to.  We  experience  this  when  we  visit  a  
country that drives on the opposite side of the road, for example. In that situation 
we can make our conscious selves attend to something (driving) that our 
unconscious would normally take care of automatically. We are capable of using 
both types of thinking in harmony. In effect, we get the best out of our brains 
when we can use them as an integrated system, and this is something that helps our 
systems intelligence reach its full potential. But, to do that, we need to become 
more aware of our type one thinking in action. 

 

Mental Models 
Imagine you are having lunch with your colleague in the cafeteria at your 

office. You are laughing and joking around, chatting about what you will all do on 
the upcoming weekend. Suddenly, over your co-worker’s shoulder you see your 
manager approaching. His hands are on his hips and he has a stern look on his face. 
“Uh oh,” you think, “we are in trouble for something – probably those late 
reports.”  You quickly  sit  up straighter  and start  preparing your  response.  As your  
manager approaches the table, you blurt out “I couldn’t finish the reports because 
I’m waiting on the data from…” But he waves your comment away and says, “I just 
want  to  let  you  know  I  am  heading  home  early  as  my  back  is  killing  me  today.”  
Your brain quickly reassesses the information it had processed. You realize the 
visual cues you had interpreted as anger (hands on hips, stern look) actually 
signified pain. Your emotional reaction changes from apprehension to empathy. 

A simple situation like this reveals to us the power of our mental models. 
Mental models are our “deeply held internal images of how the world works.”115 
They affect how we understand experiences and are comprised of our ingrained 
assumptions and the spontaneous generalizations that we make. When we see a 
non-smiling person, especially if that person is our superior, approach us with their 
hands on their hips we make assumptions based on our past experiences and how 
we believe the world works. Those assumptions then shape our behavior, so our 
interpretation of  such body language puts  us  into a  defensive frame of  mind.  Our 
mental model has, incorrectly in this case, anticipated a negative interaction. 

Mental models, then, influence how we understand the world and so what 
actions we take within it. Everything from how we interact with our family to what 
political party we support is shaped by our beliefs and assumptions about the 
world. It can be difficult to see just how much our thoughts and actions are 
dictated by our mental models because we rarely articulate or notice them.116 Why, 
for example, have consumers come to value pieces of fruit that are blemish free, 
brightly colored and wrapped in plastic? In Animal, Vegetable, Miracle Barbara 
Kingsolver reflects on this particular mental model that drives the behavior of 
many shoppers. She notices that with increasing urbanization, American consumers 
have come to negatively associate dirt with germs. The average consumer has a 
mental model of hygienic and healthy produce as being pristine in appearance. 
Many, argues Kingsolver, do not realize that plants grow in dirt. They reject 
irregularly shaped, unpackaged, slightly soiled produce because it does not fit their 
mental model of quality food. The growing presence of organic produce with its 
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often-imperfect appearance but pesticide-free production is challenging consumers 
to change their mental model. 

Where do mental models come from? As babies we are born without 
assumptions about the world so we clearly acquire them somewhere along the way. 
The social systems we belong to have a powerful impact on our mental models as 
do our personal experiences.  

For  example,  how  we  view  the  system  of  marriage  is  shaped  by  the  other  
systems we belong to – our  family,  our  culture,  as  well  as  our  own experiences  of  
marriage. So, depending on how and where we were raised and what kinds of 
marriages we have seen, we might believe that marriage is primarily an economic 
system rather than a love match. Or, we might believe that getting married is first 
and  foremost  about  romantic  love,  so  reject  the  idea  of  arranged  marriages.  The  
beliefs we have about a system then shape our behavior. 

Individually we all have mental models of systems, but at times our mental 
images  can  be  shared  across  groups  of  people.  Individuals  in  small  groups  (like  
families) and large groups (like nations) will have many ideas about how the world 
works  in  common.  We  often  don’t  realize  how  ingrained  our  mental  models  are  
until they are challenged. You can probably recall your shock as a child visiting a 
new family  and realizing that  the way they lived (whether  it  be rituals  around bed 
times, or dining or speaking to one another) was quite different from what went on 
in your household. You thought you understood “family life” only to find there 
were alternatives. Similarly, the surprise we feel when we visit another country and 
experience things done differently is a symptom of our assumptions about how the 
world works being challenged.  

Shared mental models help groups to integrate and provide cohesion in 
systems. However, sometimes when all members develop the same beliefs about 
how things work a system can stagnate. Peter Senge tells the story of the American 
automakers in Detroit and their adherence to their mental models. For many years 
the companies making cars in the US worked on the basis that their customers 
cared primarily about styling. For a time, that was true, but when Japanese and 
German manufacturers began to penetrate the market they stressed the importance 
of quality and consumer attitudes began to shift. But the US automakers stuck to 
their belief. As Senge points out, they didn’t understand the difference between 
saying “We have a mental model that our customers primarily care about style” and 
“Our customers primarily care about style.”117  

Several other cases also illustrate the power of even our seemingly innocuous 
mental models. For years, scientists ran experiments that obtained results that 
contradicted the widely held beliefs about the laws of physics. Yet, because they 
were so entrenched in a particular way of thinking and had subsequent expectations 
of the world the physicists never “saw” the data that would eventually give rise to 
the revolutionary theories of quantum mechanics and relativity. 118  Likewise, 
scientists spent many years attempting to elucidate the structure of DNA, based on 
the erroneous belief that DNA was a protein (it is a nucleic acid that binds to 
proteins). It was not until the error was detected, after many resources and much 
time spent, that headway was made.119 Just because we believe the world is a certain 
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way doesn’t make it so, which is why reflection on our beliefs can be an important 
precursor for Systems Intelligent action. 

Reflection helps us figure out what influences our thinking. This is not easy. 
Our mental models are powerful at dictating what we see and do not see, believe 
and disbelieve. For example, when we see an unkempt-looking man sleeping on a 
park bench we might assume he is homeless. But perhaps he is a hardworking city 
gardener catching a quick nap in his break. While it is impossible to stop making 
judgments about what we see, we can make a conscious effort to acknowledge that 
our assessment may or may not be correct – that is Systems Intelligence in action. 
When  we  are  mindful  of  the  judgments  we  are  making,  we  give  ourselves  the  
opportunity to question our mental models and perhaps reassess the initial 
conclusions we have made. 

Challenging our mental models can be difficult. The difficulties of changing 
people’s beliefs about how the world should be seen are scattered throughout 
human history. Galileo was ostracized for suggesting that the earth revolved around 
the sun; Darwin was pilloried when he suggested the theory of natural selection; 
women  were  ridiculed  when  they  first  sought  the  vote;  Martin  Luther  King  was  
assassinated for advocating equality for black Americans. Questioning and maybe 
changing our mental models requires us to consciously reevaluate and possibly 
reject ideas, values, and practices that we have held to be true.  

That  is  not  to say  revising how we see the world is  impossible.  Changes in  
our mental models can occur as we move towards adulthood, triggered by exposure 
to new information. Most of us if pushed can recall incidents in our lives when our 
perspective was challenged. Perhaps we adopted our parents’ political views but 
friends exposed us to alternative ways of thinking and we gradually altered our 
perspective. Or we had firm ideas about the best way to raise a child but our spouse 
had quite a different approach. Because the process of changing our mental models 
occurs within our minds, however, it is almost always accompanied by self-
reflection. 

More importantly than changing our beliefs, though, self-reflection helps us 
to understand them. Exactly what we believe is not really the main issue. The point is 
that we need to be able to recognize and articulate our own beliefs about the 
systems to which we belong. If we can’t, we risk creating negative interactions 
because we tend to project our own beliefs onto others, and then are shocked when 
they behave in ways that are clearly “wrong” in our eyes. Fortunately, there are 
ways of reflecting on how we are forming our mental models. 
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Reflection: What’s Your Habitual Way of 
Thinking? 
 
Read each statement and check “yes” if you agree that it 
summarizes your typical outlook on life, and “no” if it doesn’t 

  

 Yes No 
I’m separate and pursue my own agenda.  
What I do can change an organization.  
I combine logic with intuition and emotion.  
Life is unpredictable but patterned.  
I advocate my position.  
I suppress feelings and hide mistakes.  
I attend to processes.  
Being good allows me to look good.  
Life is about overcoming challenges and solving problems.  
I think about the effects of my actions on me.  
I believe in logic and rationality.  
Life is a linear progression of cause and effect.  
The  effects  of  what  I  do  here  and  now  may  occur  later,  and  
elsewhere. 

 

I try to predict the future.  
I see all there is to see.  
I am results oriented.  
I take what I can from the systems around me.  
Systems are external to me.  
I act with understanding of the universal “we”.  
I manage impressions to be acknowledged and avoid looking 
incompetent. 

 

I look for the obvious.  
I expect immediate results when I act.  
I try to create a future.  
I know I can never see everything.  
What I do doesn’t matter.  
I give what I can to the systems around me.  
I am part of the systems I live in.  
I see connections between seemingly unrelated things.  
I am related and build shared vision.  
I am shaped by my environment and connections with others.  
I am committed to uplifting others.  
I look out for myself.  
I learn from mistakes and see how I contribute to my own 
problems. 

 

I balance advocacy and inquiry.  
I am in control of my own destiny.  
Life is about creating possibilities.  
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There are no right or wrong answers – the point of the exercise is to activate 
your reflective processes. This kind of meta-level thinking helps us to reveal our 
habits to ourselves and understand the processes of our minds. See the following 
table to check how closely your current ways of thinking are aligned with a systems 
perspective. 

Check what aspects of your thinking are already oriented towards being 
Systems Intelligent.  

A Systems Intelligent Outlook120 
 

Non-Systems Intelligent thinking Systems Intelligent thinking 

I’m separate and pursue my own 
agenda. 

I am related and build shared vision. 

I am in control of my own destiny. I  am  shaped  by  my  environment  and 
connections with others. 

I look out for myself. I am committed to uplifting others. 

I advocate my position. I balance advocacy and inquiry. 

I suppress feelings and hide mistakes. I  learn  from  mistakes  and  see  how  I  
contribute to my own problems. 

I manage impressions to be 
acknowledged and avoid looking 
incompetent. 

Being good allows me to look good. 

What I do doesn’t matter. What I do can change an organization. 

I think about the effects of my actions 
on me. 

I act with understanding of the universal 
“we”. 

I believe in logic and rationality. I combine logic with intuition and 
emotion. 

Life is a linear progression of cause and 
effect. 

Life is unpredictable but patterned. 

I try to predict the future. I try to create a future. 

I see all there is to see. I know I can never see everything. 

I am results oriented. I attend to processes. 

I  take  what  I  can  from  the  systems  
around me. 

I give what I can to the systems around 
me. 

Systems are external to me. I am part of the systems I live in. 

I look for the obvious. I see connections between seemingly 
unrelated things. 

I expect immediate results when I act. The  effects  of  what  I  do  here  and  now 
may occur later, and elsewhere. 

Life is about overcoming challenges and 
solving problems. 

Life is about creating possibilities.  
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The Ladder of Inference 
One useful tool for understanding our mental models is to uncover the 

steps we are taking on the ladder of inference.121 Developed by academic Chris Argyris, 
the ladder of inference walks through how our thinking influences our actions. It 
uncovers the rapid mental processes of our minds that precede our behavior. 
Generally, we generally have very little awareness of the giant leaps we take to get 
from the bottom to the top of the ladder. An apparently rational plan for action 
can be based on the limited data we select and the false assumptions we make. In 
particular, we tend to skip from observation to assumption, not noticing how we 
only see part of what is going on and have added our own meanings to that which 
we’ve seen. 

 

The ladder of inference122 
 
 
Take for example the issue of feeding the world’s inhabitants. Most of us 

have probably seen plenty of pictures of the starving and malnourished on 
television. We know that there are people around the world who don’t have enough 
food. Given the images we have seen and the frequent media reports of famine in 
poorer countries many of us assume that there is not enough food available to feed 
all the people on the planet. Perhaps this then motivates us to donate to charities 
that try to alleviate this problem. 

In Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, however, Steven Hopp debunks the myth that 
there is not enough food to go around. He presents data from reliable sources that 
show the world actually produces enough food to feed not just the current 
population but also the eight billion people projected to inhabit the planet by 2030. 
There is plenty of food; it is just poorly distributed. In particular, corn, wheat and 
soybeans are being produced in abundance. But instead of feeding people directly, 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 84 

they are being processed into products for wealthy consumers like fuel for cars and 
for feeding animals that will be turned into meat.123  

Why is our mental model around food supply somewhat divorced from 
reality? The average person selects the data that they see – images of malnourished 
children – and makes assumptions and takes action based on those images. But 
what Hopp reminds us is that there is other data out there, and if we think about it 
we know this. We know that our stores have a huge supply of meat products and if 
we read the labels we see corn and wheat and soybeans and their extracts as 

frequent ingredients in 
our processed products. 
The problem is, most of 
us fail to connect two 
seemingly unrelated 
things – corn-fed cows 
and famine, or 
cornstarch packaging 
and malnourished 
people. And so, we 
don’t see how the 

system could be improved. Consequently, we don’t realize that a change in the 
system for feeding cattle or the system for producing packaging may have more of 
an impact on feeding hungry people than a donation to charity. 

Because our mental models and our thinking processes are so automatic and 
so entrenched, we often hold on to beliefs about the world (and act on those 
beliefs) even though we don’t really know why we believe what we believe. 
Reflection can help us break that cycle by encouraging us to look back down the 
ladder of inference. Say, for example, you see your child holding a tennis racquet 
standing next to a precious family vase which lies broken on the floor (observe data 
– the bottom of the ladder). The combination of child plus racquet plus broken 
vase (selected data) has likely caused you to remember how clumsy this child is or 
how dangerous swinging a racquet inside is (cultural and personal meanings added). 
You assume the racquet has broken the vase (assumptions) and are sure your child 
did it (draw conclusions). Based on your confidence that your child has just broken 
the vase (belief adopted) you yell at him or her (take actions based on your beliefs – 
the  top  of  the  ladder).  Your  mind,  without  you  knowing,  has  quickly  accessed  a  
mental model and rushed up the ladder of inference. 

If you were in a reflective mode, however, you might react differently. While 
your  automatic  response  might  be  to  yell,  you  would  take  a  deep  breath  and  go  
through the ladder of inference more deliberately. You could for example, take a 
second look at the available data. You might notice another abandoned tennis 
racquet on the floor, implying another culprit. Or, perhaps you remind yourself that 
though this child is clumsy he or she is usually very responsible and it would be 
atypical  for  them  to  have  swung  a  tennis  racquet  in  the  house.  Or,  maybe  you  
reflect that the vase was often near the edge of the shelf and that the vibration of a 
child running past might have caused it to fall.  In other words, with reflection, we 
take time to understand the situation more fully and interrupt the process of 
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making untested inferences. In the process, we create a better opportunity for 
constructive interaction in the system. Isn’t it much better to thoughtfully engage 
with our child in this situation than reactively yell at him or her? 

 
. 

Self-Reflection on Mental Models 
 
Every  day  we  take  actions  based  on  our  beliefs,  but  we  often  don’t  think  
about the mental models that are behind those beliefs. Answer the following 
question to help uncover some of the mental images you have about the way 
the world works.  
 
Your beliefs: 
Do you believe prison is for punishment or rehabilitation? 
Most people can answer this question pretty quickly. We know our beliefs 
well. We often have less understanding about why we believe what we 
believe.  
 
See if you can say why you believe in the answer you have chosen.  
 
Take time to reflect on and articulate the thoughts that shape your belief. 
 
Where do your beliefs come from? 
Now take the time to consider why you have the belief you do. In 
other words, what has helped build the mental models that inform 
your belief? 
 
Are they inherited from your parents?  
Are they shaped by a particular life experience?  
Does your religion influence your thinking?  
Does your socio-economic status shape your beliefs?  
Do you think you would have the same beliefs if you were from Bangladesh? 
Do you think you would have the same beliefs if you were born two hundred 
years ago? 
Do  you  think  you  would  have  the  same  beliefs  and  values  if  there  was  a  
nuclear catastrophe tomorrow? 
Does it make you uncomfortable to think about the reasons why you think 
the way you do?  
Do you feel like just saying “It’s just the way things are.”  
Do you feel apprehensive when you think about having to explain the 
reasons behind your beliefs to others? 
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If so, you are not alone. Many people feel uneasy about articulating where 
their beliefs come from, but asking such questions is an important step to 
being able to honestly self-reflect and creating the opportunity for self-
development. You don’t have to change your beliefs – you just need to 
understand where they come from, and thus be able to understand that 
others, too, have sets of beliefs that are shaped by their experiences and 
which they may be reluctant to change.   
 
Have another look at the initial question. Can you imagine someone else 
answering differently to you? Why might they feel differently? 
 
How do mental models affect behavior in systems? 
Think about a social system you belong to, perhaps your workplace or your 
romantic relationship. 
 
Do you think everyone in that system shares the same beliefs? 
What  are  some of  the consequences  of  having the same beliefs?  Of having 
different beliefs? 
What systems in your life provide the opportunity to discuss people’s beliefs 
and the mental models behind them? 
How could you introduce conversation about mental models to some 
systems in your life? 

 
Reflecting on the workings of our minds helps to reveal our thought 

processes to us. Shaped by our socialization and our life experiences, it is crucial to 
recognize that our mental models are just that – models. They are approximations 
of reality, a way for us to describe and classify things, and we shouldn’t mistake 
them for the truth. Realizing that our mental models are constructed by our 
experiences and socialization does not mean that we have to abandon them and 
adopt other people’s ideas about the way the world works. On the contrary, we do 
not feel driven to reconcile our beliefs with others because we know both sets of 
beliefs are the result of unique sets of experience. Instead, we can accept the 
differences or work to find common ground 

Avoiding Self-Deception 
The ability to self-reflect does not always come easily – it can be difficult to 

clearly  see  why we act  the way we do.  Often we don’t  want  to see  the big  picture  
because that blindness allows us to justify the short cuts we take with our own 
behavior and responsibilities. That might mean not bothering to put our coffee cup 
in  the  dishwasher  at  work,  for  example.  We  tell  ourselves  that  it’s  the  cleaner’s  
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responsibility  or  that  we  are  simply  doing  what  everyone  else  is  doing.  We  self-
deceive ourselves that our lack of action is justified. 

Self-deception is very tempting, but valuable self-reflection depends on our 
ability to be alert for the things that distort our judgments about ourselves, others 
and the systems we share. We too easily see ourselves as the victims of 
circumstances and so justify being unable to act constructively. In fact, people have 
an astonishing tendency towards self-deception, avoiding seeing mistakes or selfish 
motives.  Our  brains  go  so  far  as  to  select  and  interpret  events  and  situations  in  
ways that tell us we’re okay.124 We  so  want  to  feel  good  about  ourselves  that  we  
filter out or unconsciously suppress those things that make us anxious. 125  The 
problem is, we do not realize what it is that we are not seeing. As a result, we miss 
the opportunities we have to make decisions that can have direct consequences on 
improving the quality of our lives in systems.126  

Take a moment to think of a social system you belong to that is not 
particularly harmonious at the moment – maybe your romantic relationship, your 
work, your school. What do you see the problems being? Most likely you arrive at a 
list that includes things like poor communication between members, some 
overbearing personalities, some conflicts, some ridiculous rules, and so on.  

Did any of the problems you come up with start with you? Did you say it 
was  your  communication  skills  that  were  lacking,  your  personality  that  may  be  a  
problem, your actions leading to conflict, and your enforcement or breaking of 
rules that negatively impacted on the system you were thinking of? If you did, that 
is great. If you didn’t then you are like most of us, prone to not seeing our own role 
in systems. That’s not to say that we need to develop a capacity for self-
recriminations. Feelings of guilt and self-blame are not productive for systems. 
Rather it is about reminding ourselves that we contribute to the systems we are in 
and then critically evaluating what that contribution is.  

We  rarely  set  out  to  deliberately  have  a  negative  impact  on  others  or  the  
systems we belong to.  When we drive  our  kids  to soccer  in  an SUV, for  instance,  
we are not trying to contribute to climate change, we just don’t typically connect 
seemingly unrelated things – getting to soccer and fossil fuel consumption. In fact, 
in most systems, we are usually well-intended. And because our intentions are good, 
it is easy to slip into self-deception. We tell ourselves that our own behavior is not 
harmful to the system because we intend for it to be beneficial. Good intentions 
seem enough. In reality, however, we typically act in our own best interests and fail 
to take responsibility for how our actions affect others and the systems we share. 

Take the example of a meeting. No doubt the majority of us have sat 
through regular meetings we would rather not be attending. We might make the 
occasional contribution to discussion, but mostly we shuffle papers, think about 
what we are doing on the weekend and generally disengage. If we were asked about 
our personal input to the meeting after the event, we might think we did our bit. We 
didn’t interrupt anyone, we contributed as required, we didn’t disrupt proceedings. 
But we would be deceiving ourselves and missing the possibility of finding 
constructive actions. We may not be solely responsible for the boring meetings, but 
honest self-reflection would lead us to reevaluate the impact we have.  
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Just because the default for the meeting is disengagement, for example, it 
does  not  mean  that  we  have  to  disengage.  In  fact,  if  we  actively  break  our  own  
patterns of behavior we have the potential to positively impact on the meeting as a 
whole.  If  we turned up with a  chocolate  bar  for  everyone,  for  example,  we might  
alter the energy in the room. If we began by saying that the meetings are typically 
tedious and could the group do things a little differently today, maybe we would 
spark a positive change. If we made a concentrated effort to be an active participant 
and smile at people we might change the interaction dynamic. How often have you 
made the deliberate choice to change your own behavior with the goal of positively 
affecting the system? Probably not as often as you could have. 

 
Self-deception also often occurs when we pretend that everybody agrees that 

our individual experience of a system is everybody’s experience. If I tell myself that 
everyone hates the meetings, I justify my disengagement. But it might not be true 
that everyone hates the meetings; maybe everyone is simply holding back. It’s like 
telling ourselves that everyone cares more about having convenient food than 
minimizing the burning of fossil fuels to justify our contribution in perpetuating the 
current food distribution system.  

When we reflect in a systems intelligent way we acknowledge that our 
perception of ourselves and others can be biased. To overcome the biases inherent 
in our thought processes we need to be mindful of our thinking. Trying honest self-
reflection acknowledges that our minds can be fallible, affecting how we perceive 
ourselves, others, and the systems around us. 

One common bias, related to the attribution error that hampers our ability to 
attune,  capable  of  distorting  our  perception  of  life  in  systems  is  self-serving  bias.  
This is where we are prone to take credit for successes but deny responsibility for 
our failures. For example, if we receive a promotion at work we may claim it was 
due to our hard work, but if we don’t get promoted we might claim it is because we 
have a bad boss or our company has an inadequate career structure. Our successes 
are internally attributed; our failures are externally attributed. We are also very quick 
to see bias in others. We find self-interest in the actions of others while we regard 
ourselves as being fair and objective. Our biased thinking about others can lead to 
unnecessary conflicts if we don’t pay attention to it. In fact, research has shown 
that  we  often  act  to  protect  our  self-image.  As  a  result,  we  blame  mistakes  on  
others, missing the opportunity to learn from what went wrong and also negatively 
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impacting others. In organizations, for example, when members blame others to 
protect themselves work groups tend to be less creative and perform poorly while 
those who take responsibility are admired and inspire others.127 

Furthermore, we are largely oblivious to our own idiosyncratic 
interpretations of the world. What psychologists call the false consensus bias 
describes how we assume that others think like us. Accordingly, when people 
behave as we do we think they are normal and rational, whereas when people act 
and  react  in  ways  we  wouldn’t,  we  think  they  are  a  bit  strange,  odd,  and  perhaps  
even irrational. For instance, when someone tells you they have quit their job to 
travel the world because they think they are underpaid, you might think you would 
never do that. Yet, maybe you turn to your friend and comment about what a risky 
solution to a problem that seems and your friend looks surprised or disagrees. It is 
moments like these that our mental models can be revealed to us, moments when 
we realize not everybody thinks in the same way we do. 

Importantly, the biases we have are not entirely disadvantageous. Some 
biases  have  evolutionary  explanations.  For  example,  they  help  us  filter  and  make  
sense of the information we are bombarded with.128 Being systems intelligent is not 
about eliminating our individual biases – it is about paying attention to and 
managing them so we recognize how they might be impacting on our thinking. 
Only then can we adjust our behavior accordingly. Reflection, particularly self-
reflection, cultivates this kind of personal growth in us.  

 

How to Self-Reflect 
So far, this chapter has talked about the unconscious, type one thinking 

processes  that  govern  many  of  our  actions  in  systems  –  our  mental  models,  our  
inferences, and our self-deception. It is now time to turn to the conscious process 
of self-reflection. 

In Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, teenager Camille Kingsolver lovingly describes 
the annual summer task of canning tomatoes. The family had spent summers on 
the farm in the Appalachians for several years before moving there permanently, 
and one of the season’s rituals was to preserve the bountiful crop of tomatoes that 
the garden yielded each year. Camille describes how the long days chopping and 
boiling and stirring heralded the beginning of a new school year and represented a 
farewell to long days of freedom. You might expect that a teen would be reluctant 
to spend the last days of her vacation toiling in a kitchen, but she looked on it as a 
transition back to the routine of school and an “end-of-summer meditation.” In 
fact,  Camille  valued the physical  rhythm the work established as  it  allowed her  to 
“quiet down and tune in” paying attention to nothing but the task at hand and her 
own thoughts.129 American culture, she muses, doesn’t typically make space for 
slow reflection.  

Not making space for reflection is detrimental because through reflection we 
focus our ability to see the patterns that shape our lives. That, in turn, allows us to 
consider our own individual role in a system as well as the system itself. Honest 
self-reflection, in particular, can offer valuable insight into how we establish our 
beliefs  and  the  actions  we  take  because  of  those.  Most  of  us  don’t  regularly  stop  
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and consider what is going on in our own minds. We might let ourselves be 
bombarded by the chatter of our thoughts, but we seldom pay attention to how and 
why we are generating those thoughts in the first place. However, we have the 
capacity to make ourselves aware of how our mind is working.  

Life is made up of many experiences, but just having experiences does not 
automatically lead to awareness. It is through reflecting on the experiences we have 
and challenging our taken-for-granted assumptions that we can expand our self-
knowledge, and subsequently our intelligent participation in systems. There are 
three common types of self-reflection that we can engage in:   

 
•reflection-on-action, 
•reflection-in-action, and 
•critical self-reflection. 
 
All three types are valuable for developing our systems intelligence because 

they help us to critically evaluate our ways of thinking, think about the 
consequences of our actions, and improve our behavior.  

 

Reflection-on-Action 
Animal, Vegetable, Miracle is a descriptive and contemplative account of one 

family’s attempt to live off locally produced food. Barbara Kingsolver shares the 
story of her family’s year on the farm, recounting their cycle of planting, tending 
and harvesting and what the family learns along the way. She discusses the 
difficulties in abandoning the industrial food pipeline and the process of becoming 
a conscious consumer. In other words, the book embodies reflection-on-action as 
she reflects on the systems in which they participated, big and small, natural and 
social, as well as the dynamics of the family as a system. 

Reflection-on-action is probably the most common type of self-reflection we 
use in systems. This is where we stop and think about the effects of our behavior 
after the event so that we can more fully understand them and learn from them. 
Reflection-on-action is attended to with questions like: 

 
•What was I trying to achieve? 
•What actually occurred? 
•Where did I do well? 
•How could I do better next time? 
•What can I take from this experience? 
 
We  can  direct  this  type  of  reflection  at  our  

own individual behaviors within systems, or we can 
ask the same question of  the system itself.  After  a  
team sports game, for example, we might ask the 
reflective questions to consider our own 
contribution, but we can also change the “I” to 
“we” and reflect on the team as a whole. 
Organizations, for example, often use this type of 
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exercise to assess their performance. Reflection-on-action is a valuable first step in 
becoming more self-aware and helps to promote more successful behaviors in 
future. It is all about utilizing the benefits of hindsight. 

 

Reflection-in-Action 
In contrast, reflection-in-action is about evaluating and adjusting our 

performance in the moment. This is a far more powerful and dynamic reflective 
skill to have because it means that we are aware of the effects of our actions as they 
are occurring. Systems often emerge in the moment. We have to act quickly and 
adapt to changing circumstances. We are constantly adjusting our systemic 
perspective and attuning to the situation at hand. The strength of reflection-in-
action lies in making reflection a cognitive habit. We will not always have the luxury 
of thinking time before we are called on to act, but if we are already in tune with 
our thought processes, if we are practiced at reflection-in-action, then we can carry 
the benefits of that practice to new situations as they emerge. 

Imagine you are immersed in the beautiful sparkling waters of your favorite 
beach. Gradually, you become aware of an undertow pulling you farther and farther 
out to sea. You are caught in a rip. You need to get to shore, quickly, before you get 
dragged out too far. Adrenalin rushing, you start swimming hard towards the beach. 

Most times in our life the shortest and most efficient route is the best path to 
our goal. Unfortunately, when we are caught in a rip we need to take the indirect 
route to shore. The wave system requires us to move sideways, parallel to the 
beach, to escape from the undercurrent. The best solution in this case is not the 
obvious one but the counterintuitive response that takes into account the 
movement of the sea.  

If we are experienced 
ocean swimmers or surfers we 
might know this system, but if 
not, then we need to adapt in the 
moment. We would need the 
presence of mind to realize that 
Swimming directly to shore is not 
working, and adjust accordingly. 
That may mean swimming in 
another direction or just waiting 
and seeing where the current 
carries us. If we are practiced 
enough at reflection-in-action 
then even in a time of threat 
dynamic reflection and evaluation 
of the situation rather than 
panicked reaction is our default.  

Reflection-in-action calls on our capacity to modify our actions towards 
better outcomes in systems. Just as we might need to alter our reactive response to 
a physical system like the ocean we can also reflect in social systems. For example, 
in the middle of a family argument you might realize that your raised voice is having 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 92 

a negative effect on your ability to get your message across, so you lower your 
volume and adjust your tone to encourage others to listen. Reflection-in-action 
takes a high skill level because it requires us to attune to the system and, at the same 
time as participating in an interaction, also monitor our own performance by asking 

 
•What am I doing well? 
•How can I contribute better? 
•What do I notice about myself and the situation? 

 
We attend to ourselves and the system simultaneously. Small and large social 

systems like couples, sports teams and organizations can also reflect-in-action. It 
just requires effort and the willingness and flexibility to adapt as circumstances 
emerge.   

 

Critical Reflection with a Growth Mindset 
The third type of reflection, critical reflection, is a slightly different skill. 

Critical self-reflection involves asking ourselves hard, confrontational questions that 
challenge our behavior and understanding of ourselves and our world. We are not 
criticizing ourselves in the sense of being negative, but we are thinking more deeply 
about  ourselves  so  that  we  can  explain  why  we  live  the  way  we  do  and  value  the  
things we do with clarity. In Animal, Vegetable, Miracle Camille Kingsolver, for 
instance, notices how her relationship with food is different from her peers. Unlike 
them, she avoids buying convenience foods. She asks herself why she behaves the 
way she does and finds the answers. Camille’s critical self-reflection leads her to 
make peace with her differences from her friends. Sometimes, however, critical 
self-reflection will inspire us to change our behaviors.  

In effect, critical self-reflection reveals our 
mental models to us. When we can recognize the 
thought patterns that shape our own beliefs, we begin 
to understand more effectively where other people’s 
beliefs come from, thus increasing our understanding 
of the system we create together. Critical self-reflection 
also means we engage with systems instead of taking 
the effects of their structures for granted. We can 
begin to understand the way systems influence our 
behavior and beliefs and look for alternative 
possibilities. Camille Kingsolver, for example, 
examines the effects of two systems on her behavior – 
the prevailing system of food consumption in the US 
and the alternative system her parents adopt and value. 
In the end, critical self-reflection helps her choose 
which system best reflects her own values. 

The practice of self-reflection in any form is 
enhanced if we approach it with a growth mindset. A 
growth mindset understands how the experiences we 
have can be learnt from or stimulate constructive 
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action. In this mode we focus on monitoring, growing and developing our 
interpretation of experiences. This stands in contrast to a fixed mindset. In this 
mode we can be critical of ourselves and judgmental, and in the process we create 
an internal monologue that tells us how useless/ineffective/stupid we (or others) 
are. Alternatively, we become too smug and self-satisfied, telling ourselves we have 
done what we could and so never seeing opportunity for betterment.  

But we shouldn’t just focus on our internal state. Part of self-reflection is 
frequently revisiting what is going on both inside and outside ourselves. In other 
words, are our thoughts and action in harmony or is there a discrepancy between 
what we feel and think and what we actually do? If there is a gap, then we need to 
examine  why  that  gap  is  manifesting.  Our  beliefs  are  created  in  our  mind  –  to  
address them, we need to become aware of them.  

Self-reflection does not always come naturally to us, yet taking time for 
regular reflection is one of the best investments we can make. We live in a world 
that operates at a frantic pace, valuing constant action over quiet, reflective time. 
Effective self-reflection occurs best in a quite and non-distracting environment, 
both internal and external. It also requires honesty, so demands a conscious effort 
to avoid self-deception and be alert to our biases. To practice honest self-reflection 
we  must  overcome  any  negative  connotations  it  has  for  us  and  give  ourselves  
completely to the process. After all, taking the time for self-reflection means we 
recognize that complex issues require thoughtful analysis and that we can learn 
from our experiences. It is about understanding the patterns of feelings, thoughts, 
and behaviors that limit us and being able to work on transforming those so we can 
find new ways to engage with the systems we live in. We need to come to know and 
understand our selves more fully, so we can know and understand others and the 
systems around us. 

  

Perspective Taking 
The effort we make to understand our internal processes is not the only type 

of reflection available to us – we can also reflect in ways that help us to understand 
others. Reflection enables us to take different perspectives on events, to remind 
ourselves that whatever we are seeing in the moment is only one way of looking at 
the system. We can train ourselves both to imagine how other people might view 
situations and to broaden our own vision by thinking more widely and deeply about 
things. Intellectually, adopting different perspectives seems like a pretty 
straightforward  activity,  but  it  takes  practice.  We  have  to  be  aware  of  our  usual  
thought patterns activating and make a deliberate effort to think in new ways. Of 
course, once we have become used to doing this, it, too, becomes a normal activity. 
The challenge is to move from rarely consciously thinking about adopting fresh 
perspectives to habitually looking at situations and systems from many angles.  

Imagine you are playing a game of tennis. You hit a fantastic shot down the 
line. Your opponent can’t return it. The point is yours! Except, the umpire, sitting 
high on her chair, calls the point against you and your opponent nods his head and 
indicates  the  ball  bounced  out  of  court.  You  can’t  believe  it.  But  when  the  slow  
motion  replay  appears  on  the  big  screen  you  realize  they  are  right  –  the  ball  was  
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out. From where you were standing, it looked like a legal shot. But the overview the 
umpire had and the different position of your opponent on the court allowed them 
to see things differently.  

The imaginary tennis scene is a reminder of the value of perspective taking. 
Systems consist of many individuals acting together and the view that each person 
has of the system is particular to them. However, we tend to get caught up in our 
own, often narrow, perspective in life. We get used to seeing things from one angle, 
through one mental model or lens. As a result, our thoughts become “shackled by 
the familiar.”130 It can be extremely difficult to stop the rapid, automatic, and often 
unconscious processes of our thinking. Developing our capacity for self-reflection 
encourages us to begin to question, and so open for revision, our perspective of 
situations. In that way, we can start to explore and understand how to expand our 
view of systems.  

We begin life as children by thinking that everything is as it appears to be. 
Furthermore, we assume everyone sees what we do. As we age, however, we learn 
that other people perceive the same events in different ways to us and that we can 
look at situations for many different angles. By the time we have matured into 
adults, most of us have learned to adapt to the gap between what our brain first 
tells us we see and both what others might see and alternative views we can take. 
We do this by first believing what our eyes convey to us, but then being willing to 
revise our belief when we have evidence to the contrary. So in a game of tennis we 
might  see  a  ball  as  out,  but  when  we  watch  the  slow  motion  replay  we  happily  
revise our initial belief and accept the evidence that the ball is in. “We believe what 
we see, and then unbelieve it when we have to,” as Harvard psychologist Daniel 
Gilbert explains.131  

This process is relatively uncomplicated when we are in situations like tennis 
games,  where  we  have  cameras  capable  of  showing  us  the  failings  of  our  own  
perceptions. It becomes more difficult in social systems when we explain other 
people’s actions or organizational outcomes to ourselves. We are typically less 
willing to accept our ability to perceive as fallible in social systems. We fail to realize 
that our perceptions are not the result of our eyes simply transmitting an image of 
the world into our brains, but rather, are the result of complex psychological 
process. In effect, we combine what our eyes see with our existing knowledge, 
beliefs,  thoughts,  feelings  and  desires  to  build  up  a  picture  of  what  we  then  call  
reality.132 

The problem is the brain gathers information so quickly, makes judgments 
so rapidly, and fills in the gaps so seamlessly, that we tend to accept the version of 
reality it serves up to us. We have trouble not believing what our imagination tells 
us. We are quite capable of seeing things that are not there, envisaging things that 
have not happened, and predicting futures that might not be.133 We can broaden 
our perspective on life in systems by accepting that our thoughts can be as faulty as 
they are amazing. If we are mindful of our thought processes, we can consciously 
overcome the shortcomings of our brain by exerting our type two (conscious and 
rational) thinking over type one (the fast and automatic processes). 
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Expanding our Perspective 
Have you ever  noticed how much easier  it  is  to  

give advice to others than solve your own problems? 
One of the main reasons we experience this 
phenomenon is that our perspective limits us – when 
we are in the system we are the worm who can only see 
its immediate surroundings. When we help others, we 
are often the bird, seeing issues from the outside. One 
of the challenges we face for developing perspective 
taking in systems is to learn to zoom in and zoom out, 
that is, to see the issues at hand but also to try to see 
the big picture. Of course, we can never escape the 
worm’s perspective entirely because we are part of the 
system we are trying to see, but we can explore viewing 
things from new angles. 

It is easy to become stuck with one perspective because first impressions are 
powerful. We tend to grow inordinately fond of our initial interpretation of events, 

forgetting we have the mental ability to take more than 
one view of something. Whenever we have an experience 
we view it from a particular perspective, much as if we are 
viewing life through a window frame. When we look 
through a window what we see is colored by the size of 
the frame, the opaqueness of the 
glass, the position we are 
standing in, the weather, the 
light, our height and so on. That 

is, we never see everything there is to see and we never 
see exactly what someone else sees. The same applies to 
our mental images. Our different experiences and our 
different mental models affect what we see, and that 
affects the choices we make in systems. The challenge is 
for  us  to  reflect  on  our  perspective  so  we  can  expand  it,  and  so  act  more  
intelligently in a system. 

 

Framing and Reframing 
During an official reception during the US Civil War, Abraham Lincoln 

spoke of Southerners as erring human beings rather than enemies worthy of 
extermination. An attendee, an elderly Union patriot rebuked him for speaking 
kindly of his enemies when he ought to be thinking of destroying them. "Why, 
madam," Lincoln replied, "Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my 
friends?"134  

In effect, Lincoln reframed how the woman understood their Southern 
adversaries. Reframing encourages us to adopt fresh perspectives by forcing us to 
see a situation differently. Where his compatriot had a particular understanding of 
what destroying an enemy meant, Lincoln showed her a fresh perspective – 
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befriend rather than annihilate. It was an approach that was to serve him well in his 
efforts to unite the North and South after the civil war. 

Our frame or our perspective is shaped by the experiences we have had but 
it  is  not  fixed.  New experiences  can  alter  our  frame,  and  we  often  think  and  feel  
differently about events over time. We all also have the capacity to put aside our 
initial perspective and adopt a new frame – it just takes a bit of effort. Take a look 
at the following scenario and consider your response. 

 
Your company has just finished building a fantastic new high-rise 
hotel. The rooms are great, the service is wonderful, the price is right. 
Everything is running smoothly except for one thing. Customers are 
consistently complaining about the amount of time they spend waiting 
for the elevators. 

 
How might you solve this problem? 

 
In this example you would be amongst the majority if you came up with a list about 
what to do that read something like this: 
 

•Let guests use the stairway  
•Build a new elevator 
•Add an external glass elevator to the building 
•Develop a software program that optimizes the elevators’ service to calls 
•Encourage people travelling a few floors to use the stairs with posters  
  promoting exercise 
 
Almost everyone frames this problem as one to do with the elevators and 

makes suggestions accordingly – but is it really? Couldn’t the problem be reframed 
as being about waiting times? It is the length of time that people are kept waiting 
for the elevators that is causing them to complain. Rather than changing the 
elevators, wouldn’t it be easier to change 
people’s perception of how long they are 
waiting? Once the problem is reframed in 
this way, new solutions emerge. The hotel 
could provide comfortable seating near the 
elevators, could have TV screens or mirrors 
near the elevators, could have free magazines 
placed near the elevators, could have water 
coolers or complimentary snack machines 
installed near the elevators, and so on.  

Reframing makes people see, feel, and 
think differently about an issue. Barbara 
Kingsolver, for example, wants to reframe 
American people’s relationship to food from 
negative (focused on calorie counting, labeling, rules and regulations) to positive 
(connected to nourishment, comfort, and ritual) so they are more inclined to buy 
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organic produce.135 Reframing is a useful skill because it helps us to recognize both 
that others see the world differently from us and that we can learn to see it 
differently, too. 

How then can we foster our ability to reframe situations so that we see from 
many perspectives? There are a few things we can do. First, we can cultivate 
mindfulness. Mindfulness is the process of paying attention to the moment in the 
moment, a kind or reflection-in-action.136 It is the difference between automatically 
saying no to our child’s request because we are in the habit of refusing, and really 
attending to how our child is feeling and considering their point of view before 
providing our considered answer to this particular request.   

Another way to attend to framing and reframing is to pay attention to initial 
messages  –  those  that  we  receive  and  those  that  we  give.  If  a  family  member  
approaches us saying “I want to talk to you about your behavior” a frame has 
already  been  set  for  the  conversation  to  follow.  We  tend  to  feel  that  they  have  
already decided that our behavior is bad and that the conversation will not be 
pleasant for us. From their choice of words, we have an expectation that the frame 
is negative – and what follows is likely to result in conflict. It is in our interests, and 
probably theirs, for us to reframe the situation into something more positive. 
Instead of responding with “What have I done now?” or some other antagonistic 
phrase in keeping with the initial frame, we could say “I’d love to sit down and chat 
about what is bothering you.” Immediately, we have reframed things more 
positively. We have welcomed their approach, we have agreed to discussion, and we 
have acknowledged that something has upset them – without accepting blame. 

Conversely, when we initiate a conversation, we need to think about the 
frame that we are introducing and about how we are creating expectations in the 
person we are talking to. We automatically attune to situations and develop 
expectations of them, but sometimes we need to reframe those. When we have 
high expectations, they can be too easily disappointed and when we have low 
expectations they can become self-fulfilling. The Kingsolver family, for example, 
changed the language that they used in connection with food to help change their 
frame: “We just wanted to stop pushing pampered fruits and vegetables around the 
globe  on  our  behalf,  so  we  changed  our  thinking.  Instead  of  starting  every  food  
sentence with “I want,” we began with “right now we have…”137 The effect of the 
new frame was to make their  project  of  doing without  processed foods seem less  
like an exercise in deprivation and more like an adventure.  

It is also important for reframing to pay attention to the interaction as it 
unfolds, to use reflection-in-action. This way we can attune to when the interaction 
becomes stuck or negative and make an effort to reframe at this point. Reframing 
mid-interaction can be achieved by really simple interventions. Using an overt 
signal like “This isn’t working. Why don’t we try a different approach” or “Let’s put 
aside  these  issues  and  think  about  things  from  a  different  angle”  can  have  an  
enormous impact. It reminds us that we are becoming too narrowly focused and 
helps us to widen our perspective. Reframing can be about both process and 
content. Suggesting that the group tries a different approach is a process reframe. It 
might mean moving from something like listening to speakers one-by-one to 
breaking into small groups. Putting aside some issues and moving on to others is 
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more of a content reframe. It’s the ability to say let’s stop talking about the hotel’s 
elevators and think about customer service. 

Walking in Another’s Shoes 
There’s a famous scene in Woody Allen’s movie Annie Hall.  In the film, we 

see Allen’s character visiting a psychiatrist, who asks him how often he makes love 
with his partner. “Hardly ever” he complains. “Maybe three times a week.” 
Moments later we see his lover, played by Diane Keaton, also at a psychiatrist’s 
appointment answering the same question. “Constantly,” she bemoans, “I’d say 
three times a week!”138 The two characters see the same situation in different ways. 

Understanding our own mental models is a great first step in developing 
perspective, but it is important to attempt to understand others’ mental models too. 
In other words, everyone in the system has their own idea about how things work 
and bases  their  actions on those ideas.  A black American businessman from New 
Orleans will see life differently to a Hispanic American student attending Harvard 
who will see life differently to a white American factory worker from Indiana. Even 
if we take a group of culturally similar Americans attending Harvard, though they 
will have many perceptions in common, there will also be significant differences. 
The scholarship student will likely have a different lens to the wealthy student. The 
Christian student will likely have a different lens to the Buddhist student. The 
Democrat student will likely have a different lens to the Republican student. Even 
though  we  share  participation  in  large  social  systems  with  many  others,  we  also  
have differing values and combinations of experiences at the individual level.  

We are most conscious of the differences in our individual mental models or 
perspectives when they conflict. The Democrat and the Republican know they see 
the world differently, as do the Christian and the Buddhist, and because they see 
things from different perspectives they believe different actions are called for. 
Sometimes we are very accepting of these differences. We agree to disagree, 
realizing that we each subscribe to a different way of understanding human 
experience, or that we belong to different value systems, and so choose to live 
differently. At other times, we struggle to accept that there is an alternative 
perception to ours. Or, if we accept that the alternative exists, we struggle to 
understand why – we think that the other view is clearly wrong and ours is clearly 
right. Ironically, both sides can think they are pursuing the common good and that 
the  other  side  does  just  not  understand  this.  Consequently,  we  sometimes  try  to  
impose our perception of the world on others. History is littered with conflicts that 
have arisen because people were unwilling to accept different perspectives, as are 
our own lives.  

Leaving our default point of view entirely behind, a point of view influenced 
by our socialization and our emotional and cognitive make up, is impossible. Our 
own perspective is just that – our own – and so has value to us. While we can never 
step outside of ourselves entirely, we can work to develop the skills that allow us to 
briefly walk in one another’s shoes. An important aspect of Systems Intelligence is 
having the willingness and goal to see life from someone else’s perspective. By 
taking a different perspective we can not only see how the other person experiences 
the system, but also increase our own understanding of it. That in turn offers us the 
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opportunity to change our interaction within the system in some way that benefits 
everyone. 

Every system we are part of 
consists of us, the other members 
who make up the system, and the 
system itself as a structure. Each 
person has a different perspective 
on the system. Take a simple family 
system as an example. In a family 
with a mother, a father and two 
children there are four 
perspectives. Each individual will 
have perceptions about how the 
parents are as individuals and as a 
couple, the siblings/children, their 
own role in the family, and the 
family unit as a whole and how it 
functions.  

The intricacies of even a 
small system are suddenly 
apparent. Even just a few connections between people dramatically increase the 
competing perspectives of the system. As social systems increases in size and 
complexity, that range of perspectives also increases. 

To act with Systems Intelligence we need to be aware that alternative 
perspectives to ours exist within every system. While we cannot ever fully know 
what others see and think, we can be attuned to the likelihood that their thoughts 
will differ from our own. Then we can start to ask ourselves why people might be 
behaving in certain ways rather than simply react to their actions. 

We can do more than just imagine how others might see the world, however. 
We can actively engage with them to explore their perspective of the systems we 
share. We all know about the parts of the system we are in but other parts remain 
invisible to us and we can only understand those parts by communicating with 
others. Instead of simply acting on the basis of our own beliefs (which we know 
can be fallible) we can ask others to describe their worlds, their feelings, their view 
of the system, and their understanding of everyone’s role within it. In turn, we need 
to  be  willing  to  share  our  own  experiences.  This  process  can  be  illuminating.  We  
are used to seeing other people’s actions, but we rarely seek to understand the 
feelings that motivate those actions. Expanding our view of the system in 
conjunction with others increases everyone’s ability to depersonalize issues and see 
the influence of the structure on people’s actions.139  

The Kingsolver family explored alternative perspectives as they reflected on 
their role as consumers of food. Sure it was convenient to buy whatever they felt 
like eating whenever they wanted it, but they began to consider what the 
consequences of their purchases might be for others involved in the system. What 
were their perspectives? They researched how much an individual farmer is paid 
compared to a distributor and why a farmer might choose to grow corn crops over 
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organic vegetables. They began to look at who owns the land and reaps the profit 
when products come in to the US from developing countries. They noticed that 
living in  Appalachia  meant  living in  an area  where bad weather  meant  the loss  of  
people’s livelihoods. A major storm, they saw, could affect school enrolments, local 
businesses, changes in land use and tax structure. If developers come in buying the 
land from struggling farmers, the environment would also be affected. By exploring 
a variety of perspectives in the food production system, they were able to better 
develop their own standards and values, and act based on those. 

 

Improving Behavior: From Reflection to Action 
Barbara Kingsolver and her family spent many years reflecting on how they 

could integrate their food choices with their values. They knew that opting out of 
the dominant food supply system in their country was not going to be easy. 
Uncomfortable with the environmental costs of agribusiness and the health costs of 
junk food, however, they became motivated to do something. Their ability to 
reflect on the practices of the system as a whole, and the consequences of their own 
actions in it, led them to identify the main change they could make to both limit the 
detrimental consequences of their actions and to live by their moral code – 
consume locally produced food. 

Kingsolver recognized her family’s decision to jump off the industrial food 
wagon would not change the US food system. But she also knew that change starts 
one family at a time. She wanted her children and their children to be able to feed 
themselves without relying on mass production. From a personal perspective, the 
family also believed that living for a year on unprocessed food would likely increase 
their enjoyment of their meals as homegrown food tastes better. The whole year 
was not an experiment in abstinence, hardship and gloomy morality but a chance to 
celebrate the cycles of life and enjoy food from beginning to end.140 

Animal, Vegetable, Miracle is the story of the family turning reflection into 
action. They consciously chose to modify their behavior and critically evaluated 
their thoughts and actions as they did so. The book could have been preached to its 
readers, telling them to adopt the same values, but it doesn’t. Because they have 
considered many perspectives and recognize their values as their own, the family 
doesn’t present the information as a one-size-fits-all recipe for how to live your life. 
Instead, Kingsolver acknowledges that most people do not live on large tracts of 
fertile  land  and  that  for  many  growing  food  is  impractical  and  not  necessarily  
appealing. 141  By presenting alternative systems of food production, she simply 
hopes to educate readers so they are at least aware of the different food options 
available to them. It is, according to the Kingsolvers’ experience, not so very hard 
to be a more conscious consumer of food, to be reflective in this system.   

Reflection and its subsequent action doesn’t need to be confined to serious 
social issues, however. We can also use reflection to improve ourselves as systems 
as much as to improve the systems we live in.  That’s what Gretchen Rubin set out 
to do when she decided to devote a year of her life to figuring out what made her 
happy. Her happiness project grew out of a moment of realization that even though 
she wanted to be happy, she spent very little of her life actually thinking about how 
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to achieve that goal.142 Unsurprisingly, during the year, Gretchen spent a lot of time 
reflecting on her beliefs and values and her mental models of the world. The end 
result was a continually evolving set of practices that made Gretchen happy. 
Neither in her book nor on her website does Rubin attempt to come up with a 
formula for others’ happiness. Instead she suggests that everyone needs to reflect 
on their own nature. It is self-knowledge, she argues, that leads us to learn what 
truly makes us happy.  

The Happiness Project is Rubin’s exploration of how a person can find 
happiness through self-reflection. Animal, Vegetable, Miracle is the story of the 
Kingsolver’s family’s reflection and action in a system that we all participate in. 
Whatever level of system we wish to focus on, being reflective makes it easier to act 
with systems intelligence. Tempering our automatic processes with self-reflection 
and the adoption of different perspectives, helps us attune to how we, and others, 
think and behave in systems. Once we have opened our senses and our minds to 
life in a systemic world, the challenge becomes to interact in systems in ways that 
foster beneficial outcomes for everyone. The next chapters address the positive 
actions that can spread from individual to family to community to workplace to 
government. We can inspire others, as the Kingsolvers hoped to do, through well-
thought-out engagement in systems. 
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Positive Engagement 
 
"But it doesn't matter what you're doing, it matters how you're doing it." 

— Dan Savage 
 
 
 
 

Positive engagement with others involves creating and sustaining 
connections within systems that are uplifting, open, and mutually beneficial. 
Communicating with respect and empathy is key. Positive engagement may include 
play  and  humor,  but  we  can  also  be  seriously  positive.  We  can  listen  intently,  ask  
questions, show interest and focus on the moment at hand. We can work to 
establish constructive patterns of communication as we relate to others in systems.  

Billy Lucas was fifteen when he hanged himself in his grandmother’s barn. 
Clearly different from his mid-western classmates, Billy had been bullied at school. 
In particular, his tormentors delighted in calling him a “fag” and “queer,” telling 
him he didn’t deserve to live. He took their message to heart. Even in death, Billy 
couldn’t escape their taunts. The Facebook page set up in his memory was defaced 
by homophobic comments.   

Billy’s story is a depressing and all-too familiar one. Lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBT) kids are among those most cruelly treated in small town 
USA.143 Billy’s tormentors did not make him feel appreciated. They didn’t support 
him. They didn’t bring out the best in him. Billy Lucas’s school life lacked positive 
engagement, with devastating consequences. 

Billy could have become just another casualty, one more kid who couldn’t 
cope with life in an intolerant and narrow-minded society. But he didn’t. Instead, 
Billy Lucas’s short life proved to be a spark for change. 

Widely reported in the media, Billy’s story caught gay journalist and blogger 
Dan  Savage’s  attention.  It  saddened  him.  It  angered  him.  He  decided  to  do  
something about it. Less than two weeks after Billy died, Dan and his partner Terry 
Miller posted a video to YouTube. In it, positively engaging LGBT youth directly, 
the couple of sixteen years spoke of their own experiences of being bullied at high 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 104 

school. They acknowledged the misery of those years, but, they told their audience, 
it gets better. Get through middle school and high school, and your world will 
change.  

Dan recognized that without openly gay adults and mentors in their daily 
experience, people who could support and bring out the best in them, many gay 
youth cannot envisage a future where they will be accepted. He saw the video as a 
way to tell the teens that they were not alone. Dan sought to relieve some of the 
difficulties LGBT teens experience by making sure they knew they were valued. He 
wanted to show teens bullied about their sexuality that they would be able to 
experience happiness, enjoy a life of positivity, and reach their full potential if they 
just survived their adolescence. They could find love, acceptance and have an 
amazing life. 

That video was the beginning of the It Gets Better project.144 Provided with 
a model of and an avenue for positive engagement, thousands of others were 
inspired to follow Dan and Terry’s lead. They, too, wanted to inspire, comfort and 
uplift teens struggling in communities that sent them negative messages. Within a 
year Dan’s idea to help at risk youth had turned into a worldwide movement, 
supported by gay and straight alike, by celebrities, 
companies, politicians, activists, and ordinary people. The It 
Gets Better project provided a brand new forum that 
encouraged all kinds of people to stop holding back.  

There are now more than fifty thousand videos of 
people showing youth how it does get better, simply by 
talking about their own lives or by demonstrating acceptance 
of the LGBT community. The website, 
http://www.itgetsbetter.org, positively engages with LGBT 

youth by providing a place that 
shows how love and happiness can 
be a reality in their futures. It also helps by providing 
resources to alleviate the difficulties of their adolescent 
years.  

Dan Savage saw a sector of society that lacked 
support, that needed a system that nurtured instead of 
crushed it, and he set about creating that system. Rather 
than be a concerned bystander, Dan chose to positively 
engage with both the problem he saw and the people 

affected by it. We can all positively engage with systems. The challenge for us is 
finding effective ways we can consistently bring positive engagement to each 
situation.  

 

Creating and Sustaining Positive Relationships with 
Others 

Dan and Terry could have posted a video that expressed their anger at the 
bullies who tormented Billy Lucas. They could have incited bullied teens around the 
US to fight back, to stick up for themselves. They could have complained about the 
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nature of a society that rejects and torments LGBT people. They didn’t. Instead 
they chose positive engagement. They shared the very personal stories of their own 
lives. They spoke of being called names, physically attacked and left to fend for 
themselves by the adults in charge of their care during their adolescence. They told 
how their families struggled to accept them as gay at first, but how eventually they 
were embraced. They spoke of a loving relationship, happy memories and the 
chance to raise a child together. They showed that the suffering of their school 
years  was just  a  moment in  time in  the brighter,  happier  picture  that  is  their  lives  
now. They spoke from the heart. 

Dan and Terry understood the power of creating a relationship with the 
teens to whom they were speaking. They didn’t focus on their own needs, but on 
what the teens needed from them. It can be hard for us to focus on the other. We 
become so immersed in generating our own thoughts, feelings and perceptions that 
we don’t always consider how someone else is thinking, feeling and seeing things. 
And we often fail to realize how much of an impact our interpretations have on our 
interactions within systems. Because we don’t notice the way we are thinking and 
behaving, we miss opportunities to make minor adjustments than can have major 
effects. 

Respect, openness, interest, listening and so on are all obviously beneficial to 
communication. Yet, think about the systems you engage with – your work, your 
family, your peers, your community groups, your sports team. Can you put your 
hand on your heart and say that the communication in these systems embodies 
these characteristics? Can you even say that you always engage in these systems in 
this way? The honest answer is probably no. Despite intellectually knowing what 
good communication is, we don’t necessarily consistently put that into practice. 
Despite our good intentions, it is easy to slide away from positive engagement. 

Some systems intelligent actions that this book discusses 
seem almost trivial in their simplicity (apologizing, being 
positive,  and  so  on),  and  yet,  we  do  not  take  them.  What  
prevents us from acting in systems intelligent ways even though 
it is obvious it would make life easier for everyone around us? 
The answer lies in the powerful phenomenon called holding back 
introduced in Systems Perception. The outcome of holding 
back is a perpetuation of the status quo that most would prefer 
to  change.  If  there  is  no  individual  willing  to  make  the  first  
uplifting move within a system then it will always remain 
diminished and unable to flourish. 

We also don’t often notice that doing nothing creates 
something. Not acting can be just as influential as acting; not 

engaging can be just as powerful as engaging. Repeatedly not listening to our 
spouse, not praising our children, and not managing conflict in the workplace 
create systems just as real as their opposites. In fact, they can become systems that 
are even more entrenched because it is harder for us to see what it is we aren’t doing 
than to realize what it is we are doing. So, we might congratulate ourselves for not 
arguing with our spouse, but never realize that nor are we really listening to him or 
her. 
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Even when we intend to create systems of 
positive engagement, there is a danger of the 
positivity fading under the burden of 
overfamiliarity, as happens in many romantic 
relationships. We feel so comfortable in our 
habitual interactions that we miss the opportunity 
to put life and spark back into our engagement with 
others. So, in our romantic relationship, one of the 
most important systems in our lives, bit by bit, our 
joyful connection can erode into something more 
mundane. We believe we are acting well, but 
because we are not fully attuned to the other person 
and  the  system,  we  are  actually  failing  to  see  the  
small things we could change that would uplift the situation. 

We can overcome our tendency to slide into non-positive engagement 
through reflection, attuning to the system and seeing things from different 
perspectives, the systems intelligent behaviors discussed in earlier chapters. 
However, we can also exercise specific communication skills that promote positive 
engagement in systems. Psychologist Martin Seligman and his colleagues, for 
example, have worked on resilience training with soldiers by getting them to think 
more carefully about their interactions with others. 145  During a program, one 
trainee told the following illuminating story: 

 
I talked to my eight-year-old son 
last night. He told me about an 
award he won at school, and 
usually I’d just say something like 
“that’s nice.” But I used the skill 
we learned yesterday and I asked a 
bunch of questions about it – 
Who was there when he got the 
award? How did he feel receiving 
it? Where’s he going to hang the 
award? And about halfway 
through the conversation he 
interrupted me and said, “Dad, is 
this really you?!” I knew what he 
meant by that. That was the 
longest we ever talked, and I think 
we were both surprised by it. It 
was great.146 

 
The impact that genuine interest and thoughtful responses have on the 

parent-child system is immediate. Something as seemingly trivial as changing from 
the reactive “that’s nice” to the engaged “how does that make you feel?” attuned 
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parent and child to one another. By positively engaging, the soldier changes the 
dynamics of the system and both parties value the difference.  

Exploring the dimensions of systems intelligence awakens us to similarities 
between systems. Because systems share many characteristics, it is possible to 
transfer successful attitudes and approaches from one system to another. Of 
course,  specific  actions won’t  always  carry  well.  For  example,  we might  speak in  a  
motivating manner at work with positive effect so we import the same tone of 
voice at home. It feels like positive engagement but may actually be irritating our 
family. 

But transferring our understanding of how systems work can open up new 
actions for us. Say, for example, you and your spouse have a disagreement. Both of 
you are tired of talking about the issue and both of you are pretty entrenched in 
your own perspectives. Typically, without an understanding of effective 
intervention in systems, it is hard to break the negative spiral. The disagreement just 
spirals out of control. But if you think about how a system of engagement has 
evolved, you might also think to suddenly dash outside to pick a flower from your 
garden and present it to your spouse. This unexpected gesture – maybe it will make 
you both laugh, maybe it will remind you of the bigger picture of your love for one 
another  –  is  likely  to  change  the  tone  of  your  interaction.  It  is  a  form  of  positive 
engagement that intervenes in a negative system of conflict with the intent of breaking 
a pattern.  

Now imagine a conflict at work. You and your boss disagree on an issue and 
you  feel  the  discussion  escalating  into  an  argument.  Running  outside  to  pick  a  
flower is probably not a great option as that action is not appropriate to the work 
system. However, some other kind of positive engagement could be effective. 
Perhaps you could offer to make a cup of coffee for both of you, a gesture that in 
the setting of a disagreement reminds both of you that you usually get along pretty 
well and perhaps a break would be good. Or maybe you realize that you have been 
so busy telling your  boss  your  side of  the issue that  you haven’t  really  listened,  so 
you offer to be quiet for five minutes and make sure you clearly understand his or 
her perspective. The point is that when we act systems intelligently we are orienting 
our attitude and actions towards the system at hand and, though the individual 
behaviors necessarily change from system to system, the higher-level intention 
remains the same. Our goal is always to improve what is happening in the system 
and our engagement with it. 

What opportunities and prospects might we open up when we choose to 
positively engage? Dan Savage stopped holding back when he heard Billy’s story, 
and the It Gets Better project became something bigger and more amazing than he 
ever  imagined.  With  an  awareness  of  systems  and  an  understanding  of  how  our  
behaviors affect them, we, too, can positively engage with the systems around us. 
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Advocacy and Inquiry 
An effective way to begin or renew our positive engagement is to choose 

constructive communicative styles that attend to others and so contribute to an 
uplifting atmosphere in systems. Take a look at the following exchange: 

 
“I think we should go to the beach today.” 
“We need to go visit my mother.” 
“But it’s a beautiful sunny day and we haven’t been to the beach in 
ages.” 
“We haven’t visited my mother in ages either.” 
 
Just four simple lines tell us that these two people are in advocacy mode. 

Advocacy is about fighting for a perspective, holding one’s ground, and converting 
someone to a point of view. Now look at the following exchange. 

 
“It’s a beautiful day. What do you feel like doing?” 
“I’d love to do something fun, but we need to go visit my mother.” 
“Is it possible we could manage to do both those things?” 
“I guess we could visit my mother this morning and then go 
somewhere.” “Where would you like to go?”  

 
Look how this conversation starts – with a question, not a statement. It is 

not about imposing one’s will on someone else. It is about communicating in such 
a way that explores options. This is inquiry mode. Inquiry involves flexibility, 
responsiveness, and questioning. It is about the genuine sharing of perspectives. 
One way that we can achieve positive engagement is to pay attention to our mode 
of communication, particularly whether we are adopting an inquiry mode  or  an  
advocacy mode.147 

Both advocacy, where we stand up for our position, and inquiry, where we 
are open to other perspectives, are useful modes of engagement at times. The 
problem is we tend to spend much more time in advocacy mode than we do in 

inquiry mode, with detrimental results on social systems. Why? In part, we want to 
be efficient, so we offer our opinions and solutions as if they were the only sensible 
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possibility. We also tend to trust our own judgments, perceptions and 
interpretations and so fight for them. Invariably, others do the same and potentially 
a system of escalation develops. This can be exacerbated in cultures that place 
particular value on standing up for yourself, being firm in your beliefs, and being 
articulate. Finally, advocacy mode is a kind of defensive routine; it feels safer to 
come out telling people how things are than asking what they might be. 

The difference between advocacy and inquiry is especially relevant when we 
are problem solving. Imagine your workplace is wrestling with how to cut costs. 
You’re certain rescheduling the work roster is the way to go and you have the 
numbers to back up your claim. It’s so obviously the solution you are excited to 
present it to your colleagues. During the discussion you end up making statements 
like 

 
“As you all know…” 
“Clearly the answer lies in changing the rosters…” 
“Look at these numbers that back me up…” 
“I’ve done all the research, and the results show…” 
“Other options just don’t stack up compared to this…” 

 
In other words, you enter the discussion with a 

specific outcome in mind. You are there to advocate your 
position and convince others that it is the only sensible 
solution. It might feel like positively engaging because you 
are offering a solution, but the process of engagement itself 
is not positive – it is adversarial. 

Imagine the alternative, inquiry mode that you could 
adopt. You would still share your idea about the rosters, but 
you could do so in a way that invites others to contribute 
their ideas too. You might say 

 
“I’d like to offer an idea for discussion…” 
“Let me tell you why I ended up focusing on changing the rosters…” 
“Can anyone see weaknesses in my plan that I haven’t considered…” 
“It would be great to hear some other ideas…” 

 
These kinds of statements invite others into the discussion and show your 

willingness to accept fresh inputs. They are constructive contributions to 
communicative interactions that positively engage with systems. 

Inquiry mode encourages us to remember that there are as many 
perspectives of events as people involved in those events and so helps us to 
approach interactions with an open mind. In this mode we are more willing to 
listen to the other person’s answer and to learn from it. Inquiry helps reassure other 
people that it is safe to share with us in a trusting and open way. One of the 
simplest ways to do this is by using questions. Instead of taking an advocacy 
approach that is about cementing our own position and influencing the other 
person to think like us, we might say “Please describe how you see the situation” or 
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“Can you share with me your experience on this subject?” Inviting others to offer 
their perspective shows our commitment to listening and learning, and suggests it 
will be possible to move forward jointly. 

It is not always necessary to abandon advocacy altogether in favor of inquiry. 
There are times when we are communicating with others that we need to put 
forward our own point of view. Such situations call for “reciprocal inquiry,” a 
combination of advocacy and inquiry. In this mode of communication, every party 
makes their position explicit but also responds to inquiry. In this way, everybody’s 
view is open to scrutiny and the focus becomes less about winning an argument 
and more about finding the strongest position. Rather than simply selecting 
confirmatory evidence to support our argument people are exposed to all the 
evidence and reason through it. In the process of reciprocal inquiry, people feel 
their opinions are appreciated and they have an opportunity to contribute – they 
feel positively engaged.  

Naturally, following a reciprocal inquiry mode doesn’t always end with 
perfect agreement. Sometimes we feel very strongly about our positions and are 
reluctant to change them. People can have very determined views in some topic 
areas.  Maybe  you  and  your  sibling  are  diametrically  opposed  on  many  issues,  but,  
like their views or not, you are part of the same family system. It’s OK to agree to 
disagree – the important thing is that you both feel that you have been heard, that 
you have been able to positively engage. 
  



 

 111 

 
Positive Engagement 

 

Reflection: Advocacy and Inquiry 
 
At the next meeting you attend, whether it is in your family, your workplace 
or some other group, take a blank sheet of paper with you. Divide the sheet 
into two columns: advocacy and inquiry. As the meeting progresses, check 
the appropriate column after you speak.  
 
Beginning statements with “I think…” “In my opinion…” “We should…” 
typically reflect advocacy mode. Saying things like “Tell me about…” “How 
might we move forward…” “What makes you say…” are examples of 
inquiry mode.  
 
Which mode do you use the most?  
 
Do the same thing in other settings. Does your mode change depending on 
the system you are in? Or who is in the room? Is there room to include more 
inquiry in your communication? 
 
Alternatively, you could work with a partner. Record each other’s 
contributions as either advocacy or inquiry and give each other feedback 
after the meeting. 
 
If you can, follow this up with the group. Let them know what you are doing 
and enlist their help. Perhaps everyone can check a sheet for himself or 
herself. Or, you might have everyone classify all the comments under one or 
other heading so the group gets a sense of how much advocacy and how 
much inquiry goes on in its meetings. 
 
Use the results to spark discussion about the kind of communication the 
group would prefer. Have people volunteer to be in inquiry mode only for 
the next meeting and see how that changes things. Experiment with positive 
engagement in this system.148 

 

Creating a Positive Atmosphere  
Think of a time when you have been involved in a productive team, be it 

sports group, volunteer association, workplace team or something else. Remember 
how everyone was involved, pulled their weight, and got along well.  If an outsider 
had come along and asked anyone in the group how they felt about the team, each 
person would have had positive things to say. The shared atmosphere of this type 
of group is supportive.  
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In contrast, a team where people are not getting along and team members 
are fearful, apprehensive and argumentative has a defensive atmosphere. Members 
will be reluctant to get together, likely have high absenteeism, and develop factions.  

The atmosphere of a system emerges from the many behavioral and 
communication choices each member makes and experience day after day. Making 
conscious decisions to constructively communicate can profoundly influence our 
experience in systems. Ongoing positive engagement has a contagious effect, 
shaping the long-term relationships between people in systems. It builds a 
supportive atmosphere, and a supportive atmosphere tends to bring out the best in 
everyone. Without positive engagement in a system, people feel underappreciated 
and tense, and the general feeling of the system is low. There is little chance for 
individuals or the systems as a whole to flourish.  

Consider your own workplace. How would you characterize the atmosphere 
there? In a workplace where stories are shared, praise is actively given, and support 
is provided in times of trouble, positive engagement is practiced. But if colleagues 
barely communicate, if people are not attuned to one another’s needs, and if there 
is neither the time nor inclination to support one another, then positive 
engagement is lacking. The resulting atmosphere is produced by our actions in the 
system  and  at  the  same  time  affects  how  we  continue  to  act.  It  has  a  huge  
consequence on how we feel about the system overall.  

Importantly, a system’s atmosphere is not determined by the actions of any 
one individual. It is a systemic phenomenon. Atmosphere is the relatively enduring 
mood that is the outcome of the process of interaction between all individuals in 
the system. Naturally, if one worker arrives at the office grumpy and bad tempered 
it  will  affect  the  general  mood.  But  if  the  workplace  already  has  established  a  
supportive atmosphere through positive engagement, the other members might be 
able to cheer the grumpy person into a better mood or will respect their feelings, 
understanding that everyone has an off day. In a defensive atmosphere, a grumpy 
colleague is more likely to be attacked, complained about or ignored.  

As individuals, while we cannot control the atmosphere of the systems we 
belong to, we can recognize our own contribution to the prevailing mood. We can 
attune ourselves to others’ feelings, offering support where needed. By offering 
praise and encouragement we can help everyone live up to their potential. Where 
we see negative patterns of interaction developing we can intervene and break the 
patterns. If we are the grumpy one, we can pre-empt our potentially negative effect 
on the systems dynamics by acknowledging and explaining our bad mood and 
asking to be given some leeway. 
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In other words, we can positively engage within systems and so set the tone 
for the kind of system we want. Look at the many videos posted on the It Gets 
Better website and you will see that they perpetuate Dan and Terry’s original 
message of hope and uplift. That’s because Dan and Terry established from the 
outset what kind of contributions and conversations would be welcomed in the It 
Gets Better Project. They did their part in creating an atmosphere that allows other 
people to take risks without fear of ostracism. With positive engagement, we can do 
the same in the systems we live in.  

 

Conflict Management 
Of course, even groups that generally get along will not agree on everything 

all of the time. The difference between a supportive and defensive atmosphere 
often lies in how people cope with conflict. Where a defensive atmosphere will lead 
to open disagreements, threats, judgments, and controlling behaviors, a supportive 
atmosphere will be characterized by empathy, inquiry, spontaneity and flexibility. A 
commitment to positive engagement builds large enough a well of positivity and 
goodwill that momentary negativity doesn’t destroy the system’s synergy. 149 
Scientist and relationship expert John Gottman’s research shows that what matters 
most in human relationships is not avoiding conflict but having the ability to repair 
relationships when things go wrong. 150  It is hardly surprising, then, that acting 
intelligently in systems involves managing conflict, and that positive engagement 
helps us to do that. 

Conflict can be a stressful 
and emotional experience. One 
reason that we find conflict 
psychologically demanding is that 
many of us become self and 
settlement-oriented. We want our 
own way; we want to achieve the 
objectives  that  we  have.  Often,  we  
think we know better than the other 
person. We forget that we are 
connected to the others involved in 
the  conflict  via  the  systems  that  we  
share. We don’t notice that the 
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conflict itself creates a new system as it unfolds. Likely the other person is 
experiencing the same emotions and desires that we are. Like us they feel they are 
not being listened to or appreciated and like us they have too much pride to back 
down. So the focus of our interaction becomes argument, persuasion, and influence 
– on doing everything we can to bring the other side’s perspective closer to ours. In 
this advocacy-based approach, we can become adversarial or manipulative.  

 

Alleviating Tension 
There is another option. We can seek to bring out the best in people even 

when we have a difference of opinion. Conflict does not preclude the ability to 
positively engage. In fact, conflict makes positive engagement all the more essential 
for the system. That means asking what our own role is in the emergence of the 
conflict, what we can do to resolve things, and how we might be able to create 
trust. It is possible to choose positive engagement rather than spiral into patterns of 
negativity. With positive engagement we can move through the differentiation 
phase calmly and respectfully, then focus on integration.   

Systems are all about relationships. Adopting a systems lens makes us 
mindful that after the disagreement we will still be connected to our colleague, our 
friend or our family member. Our focus subtly shifts from being settlement 
oriented (where we aim to get what we want) to relationship oriented (where we 
care about maintaining the connection we have with the other party). This 
motivates us to look for a mutually beneficial resolution instead of wanting to 
succeed at the expense of the other person. We can actively seek consensus, finding 
a decision is acceptable to all parties, rather than compromise, having everyone 
walk away somewhat dissatisfied. We can also look for outcomes that help improve 
the system rather than just meet our or the other party’s needs. 

Roger Fisher discovered how positive engagement could change conflicts.151 
Fisher spent forty years on the faculty at Harvard Law School, but he also took a 
central role away from academia, introducing himself into major disputes to fix 
problems. His focus was on getting to yes, a saying that became his catchphrase. 
Fisher had a knack for separating the people from the problem, for exploring the 
deep issues for either side, and for thinking through many possible options. He 

wanted those involved in disputes of 
even the greatest magnitude to see the 
humanity in each other, to listen to one 
another, and to really understand what 
each other was thinking. He wanted 
them to positively engage. 

Fisher was so skillful those in 
high positions adopted his methods – 
Ronald Reagan, Mikhail Gorbachev, 
Golda Meir, Egyptian President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, and Israel’s Menachem 
Begin all experienced his method of 
negotiations. It was Roger Fisher who 
suggested to Reagan that rather than 
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confront Gorbachev over policy he sit and chat with him in relaxed surroundings. 
He  knew  how  to  change  the  nature  of  the  system  of  conflict  by  focusing  on  
relationships. 

Developing bonds rather than focusing on issues is also a key skill for 
hostage negotiators. Hostage negotiators need to make a connection with hostage 
takers that allows them to influence them away from destructive behavior towards 
constructive action. They have to change the mindset of the person holding the 
hostages from negativity to positivity, and they do this by creating an emotional 
attachment. By using techniques such as initiating conversations about something 
other than the situation at hand to connect with the hostage taker, the negotiator 
brings about a magical transformation and dissipates the hostility of the situation. 
In other words, they create a relationship, a system of positive engagement, during 
the stand-off.152 

Where we are connected by strong systemic ties to people who we disagree 
with it is especially helpful to positively engage in ways that alleviate tension. The 
main goal becomes not bringing someone around to our viewpoint but about 
treating the other person with respect, understanding, caring, and fairness as we 
communicate our opinions. It is not about us winning and them losing (or vice 
versa) – it recognizes that us and them form part of the same system. 
Communicating  in  this  way  helps  us  to  understand  what  it  feels  like  to  live  in  a  
different world of experience – we learn to see the system through someone else’s 
eyes and to engage with them positively.  

Naturally, the people we are in conflict with may resist efforts to positively 
engage. They may well remain in advocacy mode, arguing strongly for their 
position. Even if this is the case it is worth persevering with positive engagement 
because it changes the dynamic of the system of conflict. Conflict usually escalates 
because both people remain stubborn, so even if just one person approaches the 
interaction differently the process changes. It becomes hard to fight with someone 
who is not fighting back. 

It is possible to alleviate tension in a conflict situation by using specific 
techniques for positively engaging. We can, for example, use the three phases of 
ethical persuasion to create a positive conflict system: they speak, we speak, then 
together we integrate.153 We begin by inviting the other person or persons to speak 
first. This is pretty unusual because when we are in conflict we typically are eager to 
explain our perspective first. To show we are listening, it is important to then 
restate their message back to them. 

Once we have heard their perspective, and they agree that we understand 
what they are saying, the next step relies on their sense of obligation. In allowing 
the other person to have had their say first, we hope that they will allow us to speak 
freely in return. By calling attention to the process we modeled (“I allowed you to 
speak without arguing, please do the same for me” “Can you tell me what you think 
I just said?”) we can also encourage them to engage respectfully in the positive 
system we are trying to create. 

When both parties have understood each other’s point of view, they can see 
exactly what their differences are and what everyone does agree on. Then the task is 
to respectfully explore options that might bring people together on the points of 
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conflict. Emotions need to be restrained so that smart decisions can be made about 
what to say and how to say it. Decisions about a solution should not be hasty or 
bullied. Being willing to take responsibility for concrete actions that bring change 
and improvement will help to advance the process. Of course, sometimes two 
parties may never agree with each other. The focus then becomes on finding a way 
to move forward despite the differences. It is possible to respectfully agree to 
disagree and still maintain healthy and open systemic relationships. 

 

                  
 
 

Attending to Emotion 
Canadian musician Dave Carroll and his band mates were understandably 

upset when they looked out of the window of their just-landed plane (the first leg 
on a multi stop journey) and saw their musical instruments, their livelihoods, being 
thrown with abandon by the airline’s baggage handlers. When Carroll finally took 
possession of his guitar at journey’s end, he found, unsurprisingly, that it was 
broken. What happened next was to have an enormous impact on the airline. The 
company persistently gave Carroll the run around as he tried to initiate a claims 
process to recover just over a thousand dollars in repair costs. He was shunted 
from one customer service agent to another, dealing with employees as far flung as 
Chicago and India, with no department or individual taking responsibility for 
looking after his claim. Faxes were lost, phone numbers disconnected, paperwork 
vanished into thin air. Finally, eight months after he initiated the process, Carroll 
was informed via email that his claim had been denied. He tried for another month 
to obtain compensation, until finally admitting defeat.  

But  then  Carroll  had  a  bright  idea:  “The  system  is  designed  to  frustrate  
affected  customers  into  giving  up  their  claims…but  I  realized  then  that  as  a  
songwriter and traveling musician I wasn’t without options.”154 Carroll did what he 
knew best and wrote a song about his troubles with the company, posting the 
accompanying video on YouTube.155 When the video went viral the airline had a 
major branding issue on its hands. Astonishingly, its stock dropped ten percent in 
the aftermath, dramatically raising corporate awareness about the power of social 
media in the process. 

Resorting to revenge, even the amusing kind that Carroll used, is not positive 
engagement, but it is a common reaction to perceived wrongs. The cycle of revenge 
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is one of those irrational yet predictable loops we get caught up in. When we feel 
we have been wronged without justification we build up feelings of resentment 
towards others or systems and look to take revenge on either individuals or the 
organizations  that  wrong  us.  This  may  play  out  as  simply  as  taking  our  business  
elsewhere after poor service, or as elaborately as Dave Carroll’s response to the 
airline  that  damaged  his  guitar.  Revenge  is  a  kind  of  last  resort  for  dealing  with  
unacknowledged negative emotions. It is far more systems intelligent to attend to 
the emotions that develop during conflict, and we can do that by making the choice 
to positively engage. 

That is not always easy. At times strong feelings develop in us during conflict 
and override our ability to act thoughtfully and calmly. Swept up in deeply felt 
emotions, we may fail to see alternative thoughts and courses of action available to 
us. In fact, being dominated by our emotions is a physiological phenomenon 
known as an “amygdala hijack.” 156  The amygdala is the part of the brain that 
governs our emotional reactions. Under normal, non-threatening conditions it 
works  in  harmony  with  our  pre-frontal  cortex  so  we  live  with  a  balance  between  
our reasoning and emotions. Sometimes, though, we experience an amygdala hijack. 
In response to a perceived threat, our amygdala overrides our ability to reason and 
triggers a flight-or-fight response in us, working for our emotions much like type-
one thinking does for our cognition. In the absence of the calming influence of our 
pre-frontal cortex, we rely on habitual responses and the influence of stress 
hormones. No problem if a rabid dog threatens us, but somewhat less helpful if our 
partner tells us we are lazy. 

An amygdala hijack is less useful in social situations (like arguments) than it 
is in physically dangerous situations (like meeting a sick dog) because the amygdala 
is  prone to making mistakes.  What  it  perceives  as  a  threat  is  not  always  a  threat  –  
consequently, our immediate reaction may turn out to be out of proportion to the 
original event. Many modern threats are symbolic rather than physical. Criticism, 
unfair treatment, disrespect and job insecurity can all result in amygdala hijacks. 
The problem is that the amygdala responds to limited data, gaining a sloppy picture 
to which it  reacts  instantly.  The richer  data  travels  to other  parts  of  the brain at  a  
much slower rate. 

If we react on the basis of only our amygdala’s interpretation, we run the risk 
of taking actions we might regret later. It’s far more sensible to wait for the rest of 
the brain to catch up and make a  considered response.  We need to attune to our  
own  body’s  processes  and  thoughts  and  say  to  ourselves  “I’m  upset  now –  I  will  
walk away and respond later” or “I’m overreacting here. I need to calm down and 
engage more positively.”157 Behaving less reactively means we are more likely to be 
able to pause and consider the systems affecting the generation of the perceived 
threat, something it is difficult to do when our physiology makes us feel we are 
under personal attack.  

It’s important to engage cognitively with our emotions as the long-term 
effects of reacting based on short-term emotions can be costly. The intense 
emotions will pass – deep down we know this – but the consequences of decisions 
made in the heat of the moment can linger.158 They can set up repetitive patterns of 
negative interactions, a kind of emotional cascade as we react, trigger amygdala 
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hijacks in others, and then react to their reactions again. Breaking this default 
pattern of emotional response takes effort, but allows us the opportunity to create 
more positive ways of engaging within the social systems we are participating in.  

The amygdala is part of our evolutionary history as a species. We cannot 
eliminate its reactions altogether, nor should we want to, but we can learn to 
recognize them and so live better within our own limitations. We can attune to 
ourselves as a system so that we can get along better in the social systems we live in, 
including when we are experiencing conflict. When our emotions get the better of 
us, or we recognize the person we are talking to is experiencing strong emotions, 
we can call time out until those feelings have passed. It is important that we also 
respect other people’s desire to take a break. It can be infuriating to have someone 
insisting that “we need to talk this through” when you know that you are in the grip 
of an uncontrollable emotional reaction.  

 

Saying Sorry 
While ideally we seek to positively engage with systems, in times of conflict 

we occasionally forget our skills in the heat of the moment. When we are drawn 
into a conflict and do rash things and make stupid statements that hurt others, our 
behavior helps escalate the system of conflict. Fortunately, there is another positive 
engagement technique we can tap into that has enormous potential for improving 
the quality of engagement within systems, alleviating tension and attending to 
people’s emotional needs – the apology.  

Take the case of Dave Carroll and his guitar. Carroll’s frustration was less to 
do with the damage to his instrument and more to do with the poor response of 
the company to his complaint. The airline’s systems let him down. Had they simply 
apologized and paid the twelve hundred dollar cost of repairing the guitar, Carroll 
would not have chosen to vent his frustration in such a public manner. 
Acknowledgement and feedback is important to humans, and apologies can 
dampen our instinct for revenge.  
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Acknowledging our mistakes and the pain we have caused others by 
apologizing is a simple but effective way to acknowledge the emotional system of 
conflict. A sincere apology is a soothing balm to hurt emotions. It admits the 
hurtful impact of actions or words on a relationship and helps diffuse anger. It even 
has a physical effect on the recipient, decreasing their blood pressure, slowing their 
heart rate and calming their breathing.159 Emotionally, receiving an apology helps 
override the workings of our amygdala – we no longer perceive the person who 
hurt us as a threat. We feel able to move past the perceived injury when our pain 
has been acknowledged.  

But it is not only the recipient of the apology who benefits. Conflict is a 
system and apologizing changes the experience for both the person apologized to 
and the person who makes the apology. If we acknowledge our wrongs we shed the 
guilt and shame that often attends hurtful actions, and in the process hopefully are 
reminded of the benefits of positive engagement. We also increase our empathy 
and connection with the other person, and because it makes us vulnerable, it 
prevents us becoming distanced from them.160 Behavioral economist Dan Ariely’s 
research has shown that apologies have a huge impact in counteracting the cycle of 
revenge that people are prone to fall into. One study showed people were less likely 
to sue doctors who took responsibility for medical mistakes and apologized.161 In 
part that’s because offering and accepting an apology nurtures forgiveness. It is 
easier for us to forgive someone who acknowledges their actions have been hurtful, 
so an apology introduces the possibility of forgiveness to the system.  

Often people need their emotions acknowledged more than they need to be 
right about the facts, and when we positively engage with others we are attending to 
this dimension. When Dan and Terry posted that first video for the It Gets Better 
project, they didn’t turn it into an argument with those who bully homosexual 
youth. In other words, they didn’t create a system of conflict. Instead, they made 
the primary focus of the It Gets Better project providing emotional support to 
LGBT teens.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Managing conflict through positive engagement is a skill that takes practice 

to master because it runs counter to most people’s automatic and emotional 
responses. It requires us to be self-aware and aware of the other simultaneously. In 
other words, it is about attuning to the system that we create with others and 
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looking for ways to better the relationship within that system, to positively engage. 
We can avoid holding back and waiting for the other person to make the first 
move, instead taking the responsibility to change the dynamic to a more positive 
one ourselves. We can step away from advocacy and adopt inquiry mode as well as 
alleviate tension and attend to emotions. We can do our part to build a supportive 
atmosphere even if we disagree about something. Positive engagement helps turn 
conflict into a manageable process instead of a stressful experience and cultivates 
constructive and respectful relationships in systems. 

 

Elevating Others 
On February 14th, 1984, in the historic city of Sarajevo, an insurance book 

clerk and a policeman from England mesmerized the world’s television audience 
for four minutes and twenty-eight seconds. Jayne Torvill and Christopher Dean 
became, well before the advent of YouTube, household names. Their haunting ice 
dance to Ravel’s Bolero was emotionally uplifting and inspired the judges to award 
them the highest ever score for figure skating. Perfect synchronicity, graceful flow, 
and complete harmony elevated their performance beyond the ordinary. The 
television commentator noted at the end of their routine that it was perhaps not the 
most difficult, perhaps not the most dangerous routine, but it was without question 
a beautiful emotional experience. 162  All who watched it felt the moment. The 
audience was carried on an emotional journey with the ice dancers. 

When we witness others being emotionally uplifted or spontaneous act of 
kindness, courage and compassion we experience 
what psychologists call “elevation.”163 Elevation 
is the warm feeling that suffuses us when we 
watch a beautiful ice dance, a child offer another 
child comfort in the playground, or a stranger 
telling an LGBT youth they are valued. The 
experience of elevation is a fundamental 
phenomenon in life, a phenomenon made more 
likely through positive engagement.  

Just like other human emotions, elevation 
can be contagious. Witnessing, and, psychologists 
speculate, even just hearing about such acts may 
inspire us to want to perform in similar ways.164 
Emotions and actions diffuse in systems, and 
positive engagement encourages the spreading of 
positivity rather than negativity. A social system 
in which members are striving to perform 
elevating acts is likely to be peaceful and 
nurturing. The more elevating actions we witness, 

the  more  likely  we  are  to  elevate  others  in  turn.  But  it  has  to  start  somewhere.  
Instead of holding back, we can take the opportunity to be a Dan Savage, to 
assume responsibility for initiating the lifting of our own attitude and the spirits of 
those around us.  
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Reciprocity 
During the Christmas of 1914, in the trenches of Flanders during World War 

One, something astonishing happened. It was the beginning of the war, the middle 
of winter, and a brief strip of no-man’s-land littered with dead bodies separated the 
German and (mostly)  British armies.  On Christmas Eve,  as  dusk fell,  the German 
soldiers  lit  candles  sent  to  them  from  home  and  began  to  sing  Christmas  carols.  
Moved, the British spontaneously applauded. Hearing the German soldiers caroling 
had momentarily elevated them beyond their grim circumstances. Then the British, 
too, began to sing. When they finished, the Germans clapped for them.165 Each side 
impulsively appreciated the others’ efforts and that small act of positive 
engagement led to an extraordinary few days. 

By Christmas morning, a spontaneous and instinctive truce emerged. 
Soldiers from both sides came out from their trenches and met in the middle 
ground. There they exchanged things like tobacco and rations, and worked 
unimpeded to bury their dead. Some soldiers fashioned soccer balls out of materials 
at hand and played friendly games with one another. The simple sharing of 
Christmas carols had reminded the soldiers of the humanity they shared. 

Ultimately, the system of war reasserted itself. The high commands of both 
sides ordered the soldiers to go back to fighting else face court martial. Briefly, the 
ordinary men at the front stepped outside of the roles – soldiers and enemies – that 
the army ascribed them and chose to engage with one another positively. In doing 
so, they inadvertently drew on the idea of reciprocity, a useful concept that helps us 
to initiate elevation in systems. 

Reciprocity is driven by the innate human impetus to respond to one another 
in kind. When people are nice to us, we treat them nicely. When they are not so 
nice, neither are we. Research into the system of marriage, for example, has shown 
that nice-nice behavior is implicit in any marriage contract – we expect the kind 
things we do for our spouse to be reciprocated with equally kind actions on their 
part. Those couples that frequently use nice-nice, or positive reciprocity, even in 
conflict, have happier, longer-lasting marriages. Unsurprisingly, those who go the 
nasty-nasty route became unhappy, leading to even more nasty-nasty interactions.166 
When people act with positive engagement within systems they help everyone to be 
the best they can be because others are drawn into acting reciprocally. To initiate 
this positive engagement cycle, we need to be willing to be nice first. 

This is not as difficult as it might sound as humans are actually hardwired to 
be kind to one another. According to the latest research on happiness, being kind 
to others is crucial to a person's wellbeing. We often try to take shortcuts to 
moments of happiness – through chocolate, alcohol, shopping and so on – but the 
rewards are fleeting. This is because it is not just the feeling of happiness that we 
want but also the feeling that we are entitled to feel happy.167 It is through enacting 
our strengths and virtues that we achieve emotional satisfaction. When we 
volunteer to drive cancer patients to the hospital or babysit so our friends can have 
a  night  out  we  feel  virtuous.  These  actions  lead  to  feelings  of  elevation  and  
gratification that are far longer lasting than the temporary joys that a nice glass of 
pinot noir or a new TV bring. These kind acts bestow on us an “afterglow”168 and 
the effect of that feeling is to generate even more kindness in us. 
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Interestingly, psychology research shows that people act charitably towards 
others even when they don’t have to for any reason. We are usually generous even 
when we don’t think we will ever see the recipient of our kindness again. It seems 
that acting to help others without foreseeable self-gain emerges naturally from the 
evolution of cooperation. 169 From a systems intelligence perspective this makes 
sense. We live our lives immersed in social systems, the connections we have with 
others not always visible or apparent to us. It is far more intelligent of us to 
positively engage with people because they may well turn out to be connected to us 
by some not-visible-right-now system. Tellingly, people who help others only when 
they see a gain for themselves do worse over time than those who are generous 
without thinking about what might come in return.170  

Our  impetus  to  be  generous  and  kind,  and  so  foster  reciprocity,  can  be  
harnessed for the betterment of systems. Both the “Pay it Forward” and the 
“Random Acts of Kindness” movements, like the It Gets Better project, draw on 
the idea of benefitting others to create benefits in the wider system through positive 
engagement. In the Pay it Forward concept, people who benefit from an act of 
kindness are encouraged to pay it forward by doing three good deeds for others. 
Inspired by the movie based on Catherine Ryan Hyde's novel, a grass-roots social 
movement  emerged  encouraging  this  philosophy  in  life.  The  idea  is  that  if  
recipients of kindness follow this simple tenet then acts of kindness will increase 
exponentially for the betterment of society.171  

Random Acts of Kindness is a movement with a similar focus.172 To counter 
the negative feelings generated by the frequent mentions of “random acts of 
violence” in the media, people began to promote random acts of kindness. The 
intent  is  to  elevate  and inspire  individuals  to live  a  life  of  kindness  so that  overall  
society as a system is uplifted. The movement relies on reciprocity and the uplifting 
feelings  that  the  recipient  of  a  kind  act  feels  to  encourage  them  to  act  kindly  in  
future. At the same time, it rests on the hope that the positive feelings generated in 
the person who is kind encourage them to perform random acts of kindness more 
often. A US-based foundation promotes random acts of kindness through its 
website, even providing free resources for promoting and teaching kindness in 
schools.173  

Movements like these that promote acts of kindheartedness are about 
moving from a transaction-focused life to a more systemic understanding of 
experience – where reciprocity and elevation ripple through a system, contributing 
to the shared atmosphere. Instead of keeping tally of what we do for others or 
expecting quid pro quo we give freely without any expectation of being paid back. 
Clearly such actions have a positive impact on systems in an indirect but intuitive 
way. By performing an act of kindness without any expectation of immediate, 
tangible, individual payback, people are demonstrating their understanding that we 
are all connected, even if those connections are invisible to us. Like Dan and Terry 
when they posted that first video, they act kindly because they trust that by 
encouraging acts of kindness in others, overall, eventually, we will have a better 
society.  They  are  trying  to  improve  the  systems  we  live  in  for  the  good  of  the  
systems, others, and themselves.  
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The only immediate reward for an act of kindness may simply be a feeling of 
satisfaction at having done the right thing. But we should not underestimate the 
power of this feeling. Feeling positive emotion, as we learned earlier, is not only its 
own reward; it also causes greater success in life.174 The more positive we feel, the 
better our friendships, health, love relationships, and achievements. Altruistic acts 
help us to strengthen social ties and develop the means we have for expressing love 
and care. Such outcomes often endure long after the initial positive emotion has 
faded away.175 Stimulating reciprocity by acting being the first to positively engage is 
one way we can act intelligently in systems. 

 

Praising People for Their Achievements 
Human life is a struggle for recognition. We thrive on affirmative attention. 

Given this, a very simple but effective way to improve the relationships within 
systems, and thus the quality of the overall system, is to acknowledge the efforts of 
others.  There  is  no  need  for  us  to  be  miserly  with  our  praise,  especially  when  we  
know that acknowledgement reinforces positive behavior. A former employee of Al 
Gore, for example, remembers that he always took time to thank staff when they 
had just finished a major task for him, noting he was one of the few senators who 
understood how important just a few words of gratitude could be to a junior 
staffer. 176  That realization inspired loyalty in Gore’s team. The simple act of 
verbalizing appreciation of others, of congratulating them on their successes can 
have an enormous impact.  

The systems intelligent person seeking to positively engage will acknowledge 
beyond  the  obvious.  Of  course  we  should  thank  and  praise  those  who  clearly  
deserve  it,  but  we  can  cast  our  eyes  wider,  too.  By  taking  time  to  look  for  the  
connections  we  have  with  others  in  systems,  we  will  find  many  people  who  have  
helped us whom we have never expressed our appreciation to.  

Charles Plumb, a former navy jet pilot in the Vietnam War had this brought 
home to him in a chance encounter. When a man kept staring at him and then 
approached his table in a Kansas City restaurant, Plumb, now a motivational 
speaker,  didn’t  recognize him.  But  the man knew him and knew the details  of  his  
service. When Plumb asked the man how he knew so much about him, the man 
replied that  he had packed Plumb’s  parachute  for  his  final  mission,  before  he was 
shot down and had to parachute into enemy territory. A surprised Plumb offered 
his hand and words of thanks to the person who had indirectly saved his life all 
those years ago. Plumb recognized that the prevailing social system that separated 
pilots and sailors prevented him from seeing, let alone, positively engaging with 
those whom he was connected to. It had never occurred to him how much he 
relied on the sailors to keep him alive and so it never occurred to him to appreciate, 
praise or thank them.177 
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Joann Jones had a similar thought-provoking moment when systemic 

connections were opened up for her. During her second year of nursing school a 
professor gave the class a quiz. Jones answered the questions easily until she 
reached the last one. It asked her to write down the first name of the woman who 
cleaned the school. Jones wondered if the question was a joke and handed in her 
paper at the end of the class with a blank space where the answer should have been. 
Another student asked the professor if the final question counted towards the 
grade. "Absolutely," the professor said.  "In your careers, you will meet many 
people.  All are significant. They deserve your attention and care, even if all you do 
is smile and say hello." Jones recounts that she never forgot the lesson. She also 
subsequently made the effort to learn the cleaner’s name – it was Dorothy.178  

We all have the equivalent of the parachute packer and the school cleaner in 
our lives. They are the people who we are connected with within larger systems 
who barely register on our radar, the people we forget to praise and to appreciate. 
Yet, making the effort to positively engage with these people by acknowledging 
their actions may elevate both them and the system. 

That acknowledgement can be as simple as verbalizing the positive things we 
think about people. It is easy to think positive thoughts like “he looks nice today” 
or “she did a good job with that project” but more difficult to regularly turn those 
thoughts into words. Praise is not always an automatic part of our script. Nor is 
affirmation, which is just as valuable as praise. Letting people see that their 
contribution is noticed and valued is powerful, as the It Gets Better project has 
shown. Praising and affirming others in meaningful ways are simple but effective 
means of engaging positively that enhance the systems we live in.  
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Reflection and Action 
 
‘Think back to the last time you were acknowledged – by a colleague, a 
family member, a lover, a stranger.  
 
Remember how good it felt to have someone recognize your hard work, or 
even just compliment you. Think about how warmly you felt towards that 
person and how it put a smile on your face.  
 
Now think about when you last praised someone – how did it make them 
feel? How did it make you feel? When did you last offer praise?  
 
Practice acknowledgement today: 
 
Does the server at the supermarket work efficiently, smile nicely, act 
friendly? 
Thank them. 
 
Has your spouse or parent or child done something kind today? 
Tell them. 
 
Has a recent change at work been successful? 
Let the person who implemented it know.  
 
Look for the opportunity to acknowledge at least one person’s efforts 
everyday. 

 
 

Whatever praise and 
acknowledgement we give needs 
to be genuine. Trite, insincere, 
or undeserved comments do 
more harm than good. They 
make people suspicious of our 
motives and cause a breakdown 
in trust. In fact, the contagious 
nature of emotions means that 
emotional feedback overrides 
the content of our message. In a 
study where people were given 
praise with a cold, critical and 
judgmental tone and given 
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criticism in positive, happy and upbeat manner, those who were criticized felt good 
about the interaction and those who were praised didn’t.179 Unsurprisingly, praise 
and affirmation need to be authentic to generate positive responses in others. 
Wanting to be acknowledged is part of the human condition, and why positive 
engagement through praise can have such a large impact in systems. 

 

Bringing Out the Best in Others 
Elevation of others is not only achieved through acknowledgement or praise. 

We can also create opportunities for others to flourish in systems through other 
positively engaging actions. Often, very simple acts, such as being kind to a stranger 
or posting a supportive video, can make a real difference in people’s experiences in 
systems. There’s a great story about a British shoe store company, Bally’s, wanting 
its employees to enhance their customers’ retail experience. Instead of ordering its 
workforce to be nice to the public, top management decided to model the behavior 
it was seeking from its employees. They used people’s natural tendency to 
reciprocate and took the opportunity to acknowledge their staff, hoping it would 
have a flow on effect in the overall system.  

Managers at this shoe company were taught to look after their employees’ 
needs. By allowing staff to have time off to go to the doctor or being flexible with 
childcare arrangements they helped develop a happy and appreciative workforce 
who wanted and were able to treat customers well. In addition, the company 
acknowledged their employees by rewarding not just the high sales achievers, but 
also those who did other helpful things, like work on their day off to cover a sick 
colleague. Bottles of champagne and bunches of flowers – acknowledgement – 
made their staff feel valued, and in turn led them to go the extra mile for their 
employer.180 As a result of feeling appreciated and respected by their employers, 
staff felt the value in similarly acknowledging their customers. It was not unusual to 
send thank you notes to customers to acknowledge their purchase, for example.  

Many companies use a similar approach and offer health and wellbeing perks 
for employees and their families.181 Such companies hope that by paying attention 
to improving the organizational systems for everyone in them, they are sending a 
message to their employees that they are valued. Organizations experimenting with 
these new ways of positively engaging with their employees try to change the typical 
structure and expectations of a workplace to bring the best out in their workers. 

While  changing  how we  positively  engage  within  an  existing  system can  be  
helpful, sometimes creating a new system can be a productive way to bring out the 
best  in  others.  That’s  what  Dan  Savage  did  when  he  launched  the  It  Gets  Better  
project. It’s also what Muhummed Yunus, the father of microfinancing, did.182 In 
the 1970s, economist Yunus discovered during his visits to extremely poor 
households in Bangladesh that exorbitant interest rates charged by moneylenders 
were  preventing  the  poor  from  making  a  living  from  their  limited  skills  and  
resources. Women weaving baskets in the village of Jobra, for example, were forced 
to borrow money to buy materials and then sell their product back to the 
moneylender for less than US two cents profit. Yunus famously reached into his 
own pockets to offer twenty-seven American dollars to forty-two women in the 
village to free them from a cycle of poverty.  
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Freeing the women from their indebtedness had an enormous impact on the 
lives of the workers in Jobra. But Yunus saw that a charity dollar only had one life: 
once spent it was gone.183 His determination to find an alternative method to help 
the poor led to Yunus spending the next forty years immersed in the world of 
microfinance. He developed a banking system that aimed to facilitate the needy 
elevating themselves from poverty and teach them financial principles, and in the 
process opened a new model of lending. Microfinance, or microcredit, as it is also 
known, is the provision of small loans to poor people who would otherwise be 
unable to establish creditworthiness and thus struggle to gain financial self-
sufficiency. By 2006, Yunus and the alternative bank he had founded, Grameen 
Bank, received the Nobel Peace Prize for their contribution to economic and social 
development from below.184  

Grameen, as a non-profit system where the borrowers are also the 
shareholders, has a particular microcredit philosophy.185 It  sees  credit  as  a  basic  
human right and purposely aims to help underprivileged individuals overcome 
poverty. The credit it provides is based on trust, not contracts, and is given for the 
creation of income producing activities rather than to buy things to own. This 
system of microfinancing considers poverty not to be the result of poor people’s 
lack of skills but the result of the institutions and policies – the systems – that 
govern the poor. Eliminating poverty requires structural change or the creation of 
new systems; hence the goal of non-profit microfinancing is to provide service to 
the poor and an alternative to the systems that produce the poverty in the first 
place. By lending rather than giving the money, Grameen also affects the recipients’ 
thinking processes, generating a sense of responsibility towards paying the loan 
back and a sense of pride in their ability to become independent. 

The success of the Grameen model of microfinancing has inspired similar 
efforts in many countries throughout the developing world. Crowdfunding, for 
example, allows many people willing to donate small amounts of money to 
participate in funding a project they find worthwhile, and to track the project’s 
progress. Kiva (www.kiva.org) is a crowdfunding website that allows individuals 
anywhere in the world to lend as little as twenty-five American dollars to individuals 
or groups in developing countries through established microfinancing partners. 
Once a loan seeker has raised the finance for their project, they begin work and 
start to pay back the loan, the progress of which is trackable on the website. The 
lender,  in  the  majority  of  cases,  is  paid  back  and  then  may  reassign  their  original  
funding to another borrower or withdraw the money if they desire. Established 
charities like World Vision have also founded not-for-profit lending schemes, 
allowing people in New Zealand, for example, to loan money to Tanzania through 
VisionFund.186 The hand-up rather than hand-out nature of microfinancing has 
even inspired related movements in developed countries.187 

 
 
 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 128 

Positive Engagement: What Can I Do Today? 
Born of tragedy, the It Gets Better project spreads hope by creating a system 

of positive engagement. When Dan Savage started the project, he had no idea how 
his willingness to positively engage and create a system of support would flourish. 
He did it because he felt the need to do something to make people feel appreciated 
and  loved.  He  wanted  to  make  a  difference  in  a  social  system  that  was  
overwhelming LGBT youth.  

In engaging positively with the issue at hand, he brought out the best in 
others, inspiring people from all walks of life to join him. Collectively, the actions 
of the contributors to the It Gets Better project have created a new system of 
support and flourishment to counteract the effects of the negative system of 
bullying and non-acceptance. And they have done that primarily by positively 
engaging with those who are oppressed by the existing system. In the process, they 
also uplift those of us who don’t have direct experience of bullying but who 
empathize  with those who do.  We all  have the potential  to  be a  Dan Savage or  a  
Muhummed Yunus. Making small but significant changes in our engagement with 
systems can have an enormous impact.  
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Creating and Sustaining Positive Relationships with 
Others 
 
Try out the power of reciprocity by making the first positive move. 
 
Reflect on the things that you don’t do and don’t say. Are you holding back? 
 
Monitor your communication style – check whether advocacy or inquiry is 
appropriate. 
 
Reflect on what your contribution to the climate of the systems in your life is 
and what it could be. 
Managing conflict 
 
Think about how you are contributing to the common mood. 
If conflict arises, be relationship rather than outcome oriented. 
Consider how people’s behavior, including your own, is shaped by the 
system they are in. 
Think about how you might change the system by changing your 
engagement. 
Apologize if you hurt someone. 
 
Be alert for your next amygdala hijack – notice it happening, notice its effects 
on your reactions, and notice how long it takes for it to be over. Try to avoid 
taking any rash actions or making any reactive statements while it’s going on. 
 
Pay attention to the emotional life of others. If you think they are in an 
amygdala hijack, try to postpone your interaction. Alternatively, govern your 
own reactions to their behavior. Instead of being provoked, be mindful of 
why they are acting in the way they are and mindful of how you handle that. 
 
Elevating others 
 
Acknowledge what someone else has done for you. 
Verbalize the positive thoughts you have towards others. 
Give a compliment or offer a spontaneous act of kindness. 
Create an opportunity for someone else to succeed. 
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Spirited Discovery 
 

“Be Adventurous, Creative, And Open-Minded” ~ Zappos Family Core 
Value #4 

 
 
 
 

One day in 1999 Nick Swinmurn traipsed around a San Francisco mall 
looking for a pair of shoes. It proved to be a frustrating experience. Right size but 
wrong color, or right color but wrong size, he just couldn’t find what he was 
looking for. Having returned home empty handed, Nick decided to try online.188 
Back then online shopping was in its infancy. Connection speeds, inefficient check-
out processes, and a limited range of options all stymied the online shopper.189 For 
Nick, the lack of choice was the biggest issue. While a few small shoe stores were 
selling over the web, there was no large marketplace that provided a comprehensive 
selection  of  footwear.  An  idea  was  born  –  Nick  quit  his  day  job  and  set  out  to  
become an online shoe retailer.  

The only problem was he needed some capital. That’s where Tony Hsieh 
came in. By the age of twenty-six, Hsieh had achieved more financial success than 
most of us dare dream about. He’d just sold the internet advertising network he’d 
co-founded to Microsoft for a cool two hundred and sixty five million.190 Yet, while 
celebrating his success by taking his college friends on a cruise, he was beset by 
doubts. Just where, he wondered, was his life going? What was success? What was 
happiness? The questions plagued him for the weeks following the cruise. With 
more  money  than  he  could  spend,  and  more  free  time  than  he  was  used  to,  he  
began to reflect on his life. He figured out that what he really enjoyed was creating, 
building, and feeling passionate about projects.  

The revelation inspired him into action. He walked away from his highly paid 
position at Microsoft and founded a venture capital company with friend and 
colleague Alfred Lin. A few months later, Nick Swinmurn came calling. Hsieh 
almost erased Swinmurn’s initial voicemail thinking no one would want to buy 
shoes without trying them on first. But as his finger reached for the delete button, 
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he heard Swinmurn’s statistics – footwear was a forty billion dollar industry in the 
US and already five percent of sales were being done by catalog. If paper-based 
mail order shoes were worth two billion it suddenly didn’t seem so far fetched than 
one day internet sales would be at least that big.191  

Hsieh and Lin’s business incubator ended up investing in Swinmurn’s idea to 
sell shoes online. The plan was they would provide the seed money then pass the 
growing  company  –  named  Zappos  –  off  to  a  bigger  investor.  The  plan  didn’t  
work. Larger investors just didn’t buy the online shoe sales industry as anything 
more than a niche market. Hsieh did, so he took of his investor hat, rolled up his 
sleeves and joined the company as CEO. Within ten years, turnover had 
skyrocketed and Amazon bought Zappos for over one billion US dollars, retaining 
Hsieh at the helm. 

Zappos’ tale would be just another entrepreneurs-make-good-story if it were 
not for a particular point of difference. The company, under Tony Hsieh’s 
guidance, deliberately set out to try new things. Its founders, successful as they 
were, were disillusioned with business-as-usual and wanted to create a new kind of 
company. A company they and others would enjoy working for. A company that 
would  make  people  happy.  They  wanted  to  build  a  new  kind  of  business  system,  
and they were willing to take risks to do it. 

And they did. Informed by the latest science on happiness, a field that Tony 
had personally been interested in since being disappointed with his own reaction to 
financial success, Zappos developed a philosophy that combined profits, passion 
and purpose. The company began by conceptualizing itself as delivering  
“happiness in a box,” focusing on making customers happy by exceeding their 
expectations. Within ten years Zappos’ vision had become the much broader and 
more ambitious goal of “Delivering Happiness.” 192  In articulating delivering 
happiness as their mission statement, Zappos gave its staff a higher purpose. Work 
became more meaningful for the employees when it was not just about getting the 
company more profits but about their own and others’ wellbeing, too. Zappos was 
no longer just about pleasing customers, but about cultivating happiness as a 
primary purpose of the business, happiness for its staff, customers and investors. 

Creating  a  different  kind  of  business  was  not  always  an  easy  process.  The  
organization went through hard times. Bad decisions were made; things didn’t 
always work out. But by deliberately cultivating an atmosphere that encouraged 
innovative ideas and experimentation, Zappos was able to work through its 
problems and learn from its mistakes. Hsieh and the organization learned that 
happiness can be neither bought nor manufactured but rather is a by-product of 
flourishing systems, and that the right attitude – an attitude of spirited discovery – 
plays an enormous role in creating and sustaining such systems. 

With spirited discovery, a boring, business-as-usual mindset can be ignited 
into an adventure by the actions of an individual or, as in Zappos’ case, a group of 
people. Amazing things can happen in systems but we just don’t know what they 
will be until they occur. Therefore, it makes sense to engage with the unknown with 
energy and excitement about as-yet-unthought-of possibilities. Focusing energy 
appropriately allows us to unfreeze stagnant systems and sharpen issues. 
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Consequently, it makes sense to be open-minded, creative and courageous – all 
elements of spirited discovery. 

 
Open-Mindedness 

In the classic family movie ET: The extra terrestrial ten-year-old Elliott 
discovers  an  alien  in  the  family  tool  shed.  Instead  of  being  afraid,  he  engages  the  
creature, smuggling it back to his bedroom where the two spend a day bonding. 
Their mutual interest in one another and embracing of adventure sets the scene for 
an emotional movie. Director Steven Spielberg captures wonderfully a child’s 
approach to life where everything is new and exciting and full of possibilities 
waiting to be explored. 

That attitude is something many of us lose as we get older, and it doesn’t 
take long. Just contrast the exuberance with which a group of six year olds head off 
to school as compared to a group of twelve year olds. They become stifled by 

convention and develop an aversion to 
taking chances or showing excitement. 
Something about the organizations, the 
structures, the systems we create dampens 
our spirit of adventure. We see the same 
thing too in adult relationships – couples in 
the first flush of love seem so much more 
interested in each other than those that 
have been in relationships for a long time. 
Yet we know it doesn’t have to be that 
way. If pressed, most of us can identify 
long-term couples who still have that spark 
between them. Why are they the exception 
rather than the norm? 

The same dampening phenomenon occurs in larger, more formal systems. 
Once exciting sports teams lose their flair. Innovative field-leading organizations 
become stale and stagnant. Newly elected governments have their ideals and 
principles crushed under the weight of power and bureaucratic machinery. What 
happens? 

The answer in part lies with the challenge of maintaining an open-minded 
approach to life in systems. Few people intend to be close-minded, but if we are 
not alert it is easy to let systems constrain us. Our perception becomes hampered 
by familiarity with the way things are done. Instead of being open to new ideas, we 
get stuck in old, entrenched patterns, whether created by us or the system. As a 
result we unwittingly anchor ourselves in the past and close off possibilities for the 
future to be different.  
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It can be difficult to counter the effects of such a mindset because there are 
benefits to living a life of business as usual. A patterned, structured life does not 
challenge our default modes of thought or the systems around us so is 
undemanding. It feels safe, comfortable, predictable. We don’t have to think too 
much. We can do things on automatic pilot. We can save our energy. In a stable 
environment, this strategy can be useful, allowing us to form habits and routines 
that help us get by in the world.  

But circumstances change, sometimes dramatically (a new baby in a family), 
sometimes imperceptibly (a gradual rise in global temperatures). Not only does the 
external environment alter, we also change. We might develop a new interest in 
healthy living or spirituality that our family may not share. We might want to swap 
careers or live in a new country. In today’s environment new opportunities and 
threats, new social conditions, new systems emerge at a frantic pace. In addition, 
social systems themselves are not static – they are dynamic and emergent, re-
enacted constantly as we go about living. This is something we tend to forget, or at 
least not pay much attention to. The challenge is for us to adapt intelligently to 
those changes. 

 

Fresh Eyes 
International artist Vic Muniz is used to seeing the world in interesting ways. 

He attributes his unique perspective on life to his early years as a Brazilian citizen 
under a military dictatorship. It was an environment in which people soon learned 
that information was slippery and untrustworthy and everything that was said could 
have more than one meaning. As a result of living in such circumstances, Muniz’s 
art has developed multiple layers of meaning. He takes photos of famous artworks, 
recreates them with unusual materials, and then photographs the new product. 
Things that seem familiar when studied closely turn out to be strange – a Manet 
painting is faithfully recreated with torn pieces of magazine, portraits of children 
are  found  to  be  made  in  sugar,  the  Mona  Lisa  is  rendered  in  peanut  butter  and  
jelly.193  

Muniz sees the world differently and makes others see it differently too. His 
vision is not constrained by convention or expectation. He wants to be surprised, 
and stimulated and challenged, and he wants to surprise, stimulate and challenge his 
audience. Vic Muniz seeks to open minds using art.  
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Being open minded is more multifaceted that the term suggests. With its use 
of the word “mind,” open-mindedness suggests a cognitive skill, a willingness to 
think about alternatives, a receptiveness to new ideas. Certainly, these are aspects of 
having an open mind but it is also a much broader capacity. Being open minded is 
not always a rational, explicable thing. At times, intangible aspects of life – like 
mood, emotion, and chance – can come together in ways that challenge and inspire 
us. It is not just our minds that can be open, but also our eyes and our hearts. Being 
fully open to varied experiences increases the likelihood of moments of 
breakthrough when we see things with fresh eyes or feel unexpected emotions.  

Spirited discovery means not becoming stuck with one way of perceiving, 
thinking about and doing things. Sometimes even if we think we are open-minded 
we are often only willing to entertain ideas that fit within our existing mental 
models. So if our spouse suggests moving house we might think about it, but if he 
or she suggests abandoning all our worldly possessions to live in a cave we would 
likely not seriously consider the proposal. Moving house fits within our 
expectations of life; living in a cave does not. It’s an extreme example but the point 
is that our open mindedness typically doesn’t extend to the deeply held beliefs we 
have  about  the  world.  The  ideas  we  are  willing  to  change  are  like  the  tip  of  an  
iceberg, but below the water line are the deeply entrenched patterns of thought and 
behavior, the beliefs and the mental models that drive our actions. 

This plays out in all kinds of systems – marriages, families, workplaces, 
governments and so on. For instance, even though much research shows that 
teenagers don’t learn well in the morning, most societies continue to send 
adolescents to school early in the day.194 The alternative, letting them sleep in and 
stay up late, is just too much of a challenge to fundamental beliefs about what’s 
appropriate for children to be acceptable. And of course, societies’ systems are 
structured around those beliefs. Imagine the outcry if high schools were actually 
designed to best meet the requirements of adolescent brains instead of the 
expectations and values of the adults who establish, run and enroll their children in 
them. Yet, if we are truly cultivating spirited discovery as a key dimension of our 
systems intelligence we would approach a problem like poor morning performance 
in adolescent students with an open mind that includes a willingness to question 
what we think we know and how we think things should be done. 

One  of  the  issues  is  that  people  often  treat  systems  –  like  a  school  –  as  if  
they were natural, physical constructs rather than the product of many human 
actions and interactions. They think systems can’t be changed. Or they worry about 
what change will bring. Fear, discomfort, and clinging to old values even when we 
don’t truly understand where they come from, undermine the energy needed for 
spirited discovery. We need to have the mental and emotional freedom to seize 
opportunities without worrying about our supposed role, the system’s history, or 
the expectation of others.195 
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Take the example of the environment. Most of us agree that the 
environment is being damaged by human activity and something should be done 
about it. Things need to change; business as usual is not good enough. Despite this, 
as a group we seem a long way from achieving a green, sustainable economy. We 
have changed our thinking about the environment from “no need to worry” to “it’s 
being damaged” but that change has only affected the behavior of a few people. At 
the individual level, even when we know our activities add to the damage, we 
continue with them – by driving big cars or being lazy about recycling, for example. 
The systems of our society – around transport and product packaging, say – have 
created in our minds a kind of “operating system” that sets our patterns of living 
and makes behavioral change difficult.196  

 
That’s because, for most of human history, the dominant perspective has 

been to see a world without limits. That is a view that has served us well while we 
have lived in small, localized groups with plentiful resources. Now that there are 
billions of us and we have had a major effect on our environment we need to 
evolve.  Our success  as  a  species  means we need to do things  in  new ways.  But  to 
make changes in our behavior we need to change our mental model. Instead of 
seeing growth as unlimited and desirable, humans as ruling the earth, resources as 
free because we find them, and things as replaceable we would have to think 
differently.197 Thinking differently needs an open mind. 

Systems flourish when members bring an attitude of spirited discovery. Such 
people are effective at disrupting the normal scripts of systems because they are the 
people who allow idiosyncratic spontaneous actions that unlock potential. Rather 
than seeing life as a series of problems needing to be solved through identification, 
analysis of causes, exploration of solutions, and planning, they take an alternative 
perspective. They are the people who don’t mind risking embarrassment as they try 
to make an impact. They are the people who remind us to see the possibilities of 
life rather than the restrictions. The good news is it’s never too late to learn to be 
open. Because our relationships, our experiences, and our roles in life are constantly 
changing, how we think, feel and act can change too. 
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Fresh Actions 
An open mind is one that is 

intellectually curious, flexible, willing to be 
changed and thirsty for new ideas. But in the 
service of systems intelligence an open-
minded person is more than that. They also 
take action. They are willing to experiment 
with those new ideas. They are willing to 
play and look for opportunities to be 
creative. They go through life asking not just 
“How might I think differently” but “What 
might I do differently?” 

Typically, this is not something we ask 
ourselves regularly. We think we know how things work. We think we know the 
right way to see and do things. We think if there were a better way we would have 
found it by now. Imagine how life could be if we were not constrained by these 
kinds of thoughts. Perhaps we could have the vision of a Leonardo da Vinci, a 
Martin Luther King, or a Steve Jobs, making major differences to the world around 
us? Even if we are not able to change the world on a grand scale, we at least can 
improve systems we have some expertise in, like Dick Fosbury did. 

At six feet five inches Dick Fosbury would seem to have been fated for the 
basketball court, but it was the high jump he ended up specializing in. An average 
athlete throughout high school, he had trouble clearing the required heights using 
the standard techniques of the day. Neither the old-fashioned scissor jump nor the 
so-called western roll (a face-forward straddle) seemed to suit his frame. His highest 
jumps were an unimpressive twenty-three-and-a-half inches off the world record. It 
seemed he was destined for mediocrity. Until, as a sixteen year old, Fosbury began 
to experiment with alternative jumping styles.  

In 1963, Fosbury threw himself over the bar at a new angle, and made the 
jump. In one afternoon, he improved his height by half a foot. In a sport where 
records tumble by fractions of an inch, he was clearly on to something. He honed 
his technique, succeeded at meets, and earned himself a partial scholarship to 
Oregon State University. A local newspaper described him as looking like a fish 
flopping in a boat, and the name Fosbury Flop was used from then on to describe 
his unique style. The moniker appealed to Dick Fosbury as he liked the irony that 
his flop was also his success. 

While he was a talking point in athletic circles and in his home state of 
Oregon, a year before the 1968 Olympics Fosbury only ranked sixty-first in the 
world.  He  was  the  final  qualifier  for  the  US  at  the  Olympic  trials.  He  was  not  
expected to do anything special. Consequently, his attitude at the games was pretty 
casual. He hung out with other athletes, even missing the opening ceremony to 
sightsee. But during the competition his unusual style made him a crowd favorite. 
They loved his differences from the other jumpers – the long run up, the rocking 
motion he began with, and the final backward flight through the air. Fosbury used 
the support to motivate and focus himself. He took gold.198 He set a new Olympic 
record. 
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Dick Fosbury changed the system of high jumping. When he started, high 
jumpers landed in a pit of sawdust. His revolutionary technique hastened the move 
towards providing an elevated cushioned landing. When he started, people laughed 
at him. By the next Olympics, twenty-eight of the forty competitors used the 
Fosbury Flop. When he started, the Fosbury Flop looked bizarre. Now, it looks 
normal.199 

Many changes in systems come about in a similar way. Open-minded 
individuals try something new. They innovate. They develop a better way. 
Gradually, others see the benefit of their actions and the change spreads and a new 
system emerges. By engaging in different ways, it is possible to make small 
differences in the systems we live in. We just need to be open to opportunity or, 
even better, opportunity seeking. If we just ask ourselves during the day, “What can 
I  do here  that  will  make a  positive  difference to this  person or  this  situation?” we 
might be surprised how often we see an opening.  

Take something as simple as smiling. For most of us, non-smiling is the 
norm. We smile only in response to particular stimuli – a joke, an amusing thought, 
a familiar face. Yet, most of us would not hesitate to say that when someone smiles 
at  us  that  action uplifts  us.  We also see  the person who smiled in  a  more positive  
way. For just a moment, we experience elevation. We feel good. We smile in return. 

Why then, despite the benefits that a smile brings, do most of us choose 
non-smiling as our default? Perhaps we think other people would think we are silly 
for  smiling  all  the  time.  Perhaps  we  want  our  smiles  to  be  for  special  occasions.  
Perhaps we just don’t feel happy. Yet, deep down we can probably admit that we 
don’t smile as often as we could because we have been brought up not to smile. We 
have been socialized by the systems around us into non-smiling, even when a tiny, 
inexpensive gesture can add joy to both our and others’ day.  

With an attitude of spirited discovery, we can be willing to try something 
new. We can smile more often and see what changes that simple act brings to the 
relationships we have in systems. And even if we try to enhance a situation and fail, 
it doesn’t really matter. Experimentation is crucial to learning and trying new 
approaches is a core component of spirited discovery. Experimenting can help us 
to solve problems and improve systems in the face of constantly changing 
circumstances.200 

Part of being open-minded is also remembering that others are affected by 
systems  in  the  same  way  we  are.  They,  too,  find  change  hard.  They,  too,  tend  to  
follow scripts. They, too, struggle to transfer skills from one context to another. 
These are eye-opening revelations. The colleague that is obnoxious to you at work 
may be totally different at home or to others. Perhaps there is something in the way 
the two of you are interacting that has created a negative connection. The sister that 
you stopped speaking to ten years  ago is  no longer  the same person that  she was 
then, just as you are no longer the same person. There is hope for reconciliation. 
The  person  you  disliked  as  a  roommate  may  turn  out  to  be  wonderful  as  your  
doctor. Within different systems our relationships are different. We need to be 
open-minded enough that we recognize our own behavioral changes across systems 
and accept the same in others. Being open minded helps us to avoid developing 
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entrenched opinions, assessments, and evaluations that hinder our own adaptability 
and recognition of the potential of others. 

Embracing spirited discovery means believing that, nine times out of ten, we 
can be much more effective if we approach life with an open mind and orient 
ourselves to a promising future. We can change patterns of behavior and rules and 
structures – this is an undeniable 
capacity in us. We can benefit 
from remembering that many of 
the patterns, rules and structures 
we live within are arbitrary, 
capricious, and based on 
assumptions we often aren’t 
aware of.  

Just take Richard 
Branson’s idea of introducing 
space flights to the general 
population. Prior to Branson 
publicizing his plan, most of us 
assumed that space flights were 
only attainable for astronauts 
who had trained for years and 
were handpicked by elite 
organizations. That was just the 
way things were. Instead of 
assuming how things should be 
based on the past, Branson got 
busy creating a future he wanted. 
Similarly, just because no other company was making happiness a focus of their 
business, that didn’t stop Zappos from building their business around that goal. 
Like Branson and Hsieh, with an open mind we can build an image of how we want 
a system to be and be pulled towards that vision by inspiration, commitment, 
positive energy and creativity.  

 

Creativity 
There’s a great story about William Pitt, the British Prime Minister in the late 

eighteenth century, addressing the recalcitrance of one of his fellow 
parliamentarians to agree to a particular bill. Visiting the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer at home in an effort to persuade him, Pitt found the man confined to 
his bed suffering from gout in a poorly heated room. The Chancellor complained 
about the cold conditions and the state of his health. He refused to attend 
parliament, which meant there could be no discussions on the bill that Pitt wanted 
to pass. Pitt quickly sensed that his colleague’s misery was the bigger impediment to 
the progress of his policy than his political objections. Attuned to his colleague’s 
state of mind, he saw an opportunity to create a new system. Instead of giving up 
on the idea of a discussion, Pitt removed his boots, climbed into the other bed in 
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the room and pulled up the covers. This single, unexpected, creative act changed 
the dynamic of the room. It put both men on equal footing, uniting them in 
discomfort and stripping away the norms of their stately offices. Surprised and 
amused, the Chancellor engaged with the Prime Minister. The two discussed the 
matter at hand and soon agreed on a united way forward.201  

Another similarly interesting anecdote involves Mahatma Gandhi. 
Apparently one day while boarding a moving train one of Gandhi’s shoes slipped 
from his foot and landed on the track below. Unable to retrieve it, Gandhi calmly 
removed the shoe from his other foot and threw it towards where the first shoe 
had fallen. That way whoever found the shoes would have a usable pair.  

Half a century later, as a not very dedicated Harvard student, Tony Hsieh 
tried to do the least amount of work necessary to achieve good grades. One course 
required no ongoing assessment so Hsieh soon figured out he could skip classes. 
He only needed to pass the finals. Unfortunately for Hsieh, at the end of the course 
the professor set a final exam that required answering five questions to be randomly 
selected from a list of one hundred.  

With only two weeks before the exam, Hsieh realized there was no way he 
could prepare answers for a hundred topics that he had no familiarity with. Instead 
of being overwhelmed and resigned to failure, he got creative, putting together a 
virtual  study group.  He invited all  students  taking the class  to submit  answers  for  
three questions he would assign to them, making sure he covered all hundred 
possible topics. He then compiled the model answers into a binder and sold them 
individually for twenty dollars. Only students who had contributed answers were 
eligible to buy the binder. The end result was profit for Hsieh, the creation of a 
substantial study guide for the many students who signed up, and a lesson about 
crowdsourcing – not to mention a pass in the course.202 

What the stories about William Pitt, Mahatma Gandhi and Tony Hsieh have 
in common is the illustration of the power of creativity. Not creativity in the sense 
of artistic ability, although that is useful too, but creativity in the sense of being able 
to do something extraordinary in response to something ordinary. These three 
people responded to three very different events in ways that would never occur to 
most people. They threw away the script for the system they were in.  

Let’s face it.  Most of us would have reacted to a sick and grumpy colleague 
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by leaving him alone. Most of us would have cursed our bad luck at losing our shoe 
but never have thought to throw the remaining one with it. Most of us would have 
resigned ourselves to repeating the course we hadn’t attended and probably told 
ourselves we had learned a lesson about taking risks. The alternative responses of 
the Pitt, Gandhi and Hsieh in the stories demonstrate the power of innovative, 
creative actions to make us think differently about the systems we live in. Their 
simple actions show us it is possible to step outside the normal social scripts in 
everyday life with constructive results. 

 
 
 
 

Creative Individuals 
In stable, slow-changing environments most people happily take on the role 

of good, solid, functioning members of a system. They don’t want or need to be 
rule breakers and innovators. And why not? The need to explore ways of changing 
and improving systems isn’t always obvious. Everything seems to be working fine 
so we settle for the status quo. It is not until someone with vision comes along and 
tries something different that we realize how much better things could have been. 
Waiting for the visionary to improve things for everybody is one option. Another is 
to instigate change ourselves. 

Even if we don’t consider ourselves particularly creative we can still seek 
opportunities for innovation. Creative experimentation in systems doesn’t have to 
be complicated – we all have the ability to change how we behave and what we do. 
In The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell tells the story of San Diego nurse Georgia 
Sadler and her battle to spread knowledge about breast cancer and diabetes. 
Gladwell uses the story to illustrate how to start an epidemic by concentrating 
resources but there’s another way of looking at it – as spirited discovery in action.  

Sadler’s goal was to help improve disease prevention for San Diego’s black 
community. To reach her target community, she set up a series of meetings to be 
held after services in black-attended churches. The turnouts were disappointing. 
Sadler realized that after church people were tired and hungry and just wanted to go 
home. She needed to reach women when they were receptive to new messages and 
relaxed. The church network was not the right system to use. So Sadler got creative 
and, in an inspired move, she decided to disseminate her information through 
beauty salons. 

But she didn’t only change the venue to one where women were a captive 
and social audience. She also changed the messenger, enlisting the help of the 
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stylists to spread the information she wanted in the community. The beauty salon 
workers had the ear of their clients and were natural conversationalists. She trained 
a group of them to introduce the topics while they were working on the women, 
and regularly updated them with new findings and the latest advice. An evaluation 
of her program showed Sadler she had been effective in persuading the black 
women to go for mammograms and be tested for diabetes. Her creative approach 
and experimentation resulted in the success of her intervention.203   

Company executive Jürgen Link also acted creatively when he invited union 
leaders to attend the same negotiation training course as management prior to the 
scheduled round of wage talks. Link was new to the large timber company and 
found himself in an organization with a history of deep and often violent hostilities 
between workers and management. Union members, he recalls, used to throw 
stones at managers who came too close during protests. Strikes and protracted 
wage negotiations were the norm. Before Link’s arrival the previous wage round 
had taken over a year to reach an agreement.  

Link decided he had to do things differently and he was systems intelligent 
enough to realize change would have to start with him. He believed that if he 
treated the workers differently, they would treat him differently. He started by 
inviting them to attend negotiation training. His managerial colleagues were 
horrified. Why would he invite the enemy to learn the negotiation techniques and 
strategies that they wanted to use against the workers? Link told them that if they 
planned to win based on manipulation and strategy they had the wrong mindset at 
the outset. The workers, too, were suspicious of the move, but they eventually sent 
their leaders along to the training session. Union and management negotiations 
took two days that year. According to Link, once the posturing was removed from 
the equation, and because they had studied side by side for several sessions, 
negotiations were much simpler. Everyone got to the heart of the matter quickly 
and dealt with the issues instead of falling into patterns of confrontation.204  

The gift of creativity is an often overlooked and undervalued human 
capacity. All these examples of unusual and innovative actions in systems 
demonstrate that people have imaginations. Amongst other things, our 
imaginations allow us to keep one eye on the future. Whereas most animals can 
only imagine a future twenty minutes away, we can plan decades in advance.205 We 
use our vision of the future to guide our actions in the present, such as when we 
don’t eat the piece of chocolate cake in front of us because we are trying to be 

healthy.  We  can  use  that  same  
vision to guide our actions in 
systems, imagining possible 
outcomes to possible actions 
instead of reacting in the 
moment, as we are apt to do. 

Our imagination also 
helps us to anticipate possible 
outcomes of our behavior and, 
thus, in theory, respond to 
events with intelligent action. 
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The  proviso  “in  theory’  is  necessary  because  we  can  also  use  our  imaginations  to  
misread situations. We imagine how we think we feel about a future event (say an 
upcoming work meeting or family gathering) and then adjust our behavior to create 
that reality. That works well if our projection is positive (It’s going to be a great 
occasion full of energy) but not so well if it’s negative (It will be so boring I hope 
it’s over quickly). If everyone is unleashing negative imaginings then the future 
event cannot help but be diminished because everyone will turn up less than they 
could be. Conversely, if everyone is imagining great things, the chances of it being a 
great  event  multiply.  Life  is  better  if  the  mental  process  of  creative  imaginings  is  
used wisely. 

Unleashing the power of our imagination helps search for a better experience 
of the systems around us. People who think and act outside the square often have 
the ability to creatively improve existing systems or generate new systems. 
Entrepreneur Sir Richard Branson has done both. When a flight he was taking from 
Puerto Rico to the Virgin Islands, the only flight of the day, was cancelled he didn’t 
react like most of us would have. Instead of complaining about the efficiency of the 
airline  or  being  angry  at  the  staff  member  at  check  in,  he  thought  about  how he  
could change the situation. His idea? He walked to the nearby charter counter and 
booked a plane. Then he walked back to the check-in area with a sign advertising 
cheap seats to the Virgin Islands. It didn’t take long for him to recover the costs of 
the charter flight, and he, and many other happy passengers, made their trip that 
day after all.206 That experience became the inspiration behind Virgin airlines.  

For most of us, often our behaviors are so bound to the setting that triggers 
them we feel unable to change them even if they are poor and ineffective. Part of 
being open to new, creative behavior within systems involves loosening the often-
arbitrary system boundaries we feel. When in particular systems we fulfill the 
expectations  and  patterns  of  those  roles  and  we  may  do  it  very  well.  But  when  
faced  with  a  fresh  situation,  we  may  struggle  to  realize  that  we  can  either  import  
effective skills from one context to the other or abandon ineffective scripts in the 
new environment. It’s about being willing to try to transfer what works for us in 
one system to another. Sometimes that process will be habit born of experience, as 
when Captain Sullenberger transferred his gliding skills to the context of a disabled 
Airbus, but at other times we need to consciously make an effort to use our existing 
skills in new ways.  

Finnish photographer Miina Savolainen, for example, deliberately transfers 
her skills between systems in a creative way. She imports her talents from her 
professional context to intervene in others’ negative social experiences. In one case, 
she worked with abused and neglected girls from a children’s home. She took 
beautiful photographs of the girls, helping them to develop a sense of identity, self-
acceptance and worthiness. Girls who had experienced the world as a chaotic place 
where  bad  things  happen  and  people  do  bad  things  to  each  other  learnt  to  see  
themselves and their environment differently by being subjects of stunning 
photographs. Savolainen’s technique of empowerment has been used in Finland in 
social work, healthcare and education as a method of intervening in social systems 
to improve the quality of life for marginalized people. She offered a new approach 
for an old problem. 
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Creative Systems 
Creativity is more than just the responsibility of the individual. Organizations 

and other systems can be put together in such a way as to foster creative impulses. 
When a system actively encourages spirited discovery by its very structure, 
interesting things happen. Take young Finnish company Supercell, for example. 
Like at Zappos, the mobile gaming company founders wanted to create a fun place 
to work. They deliberately set out to avoid corporate bureaucracy trampling creative 
passion, creating a workspace and work practices that encourage innovation. Where 
most gaming studios have an executive telling designers and programmers what 
projects to work on, Supercell works in small self-governing teams. After they 
develop a game, they let another team play it. If they like it, the game is tested in a 
small market. When it flies in that forum, it is opened up for global release.207  

Not all games make it to the final stage. When a game is consigned to the 
scrapheap, the company breaks out the champagne. The juxtaposition of 
champagne and failure is a symbol for the organization’s philosophy. As co-founder 
Petri Styrman explains, “If you try to avoid failure and make safe decisions then 
what you do becomes contrived. And you can often learn more from mistakes than 
from successes.”208 Supercell is not the only company recognizing the value of trial 
and error.  

Charles Schwab, a leading financial services company, for example, 
distinguishes between noble failure and stupid failure, encouraging those employees 
who try new things to learn as they go.209 

Organizations that invest in developing an atmosphere where failure is 
neither a threat nor a disaster are more likely to have employees who take creative 
risks. For Supercell, nurturing a system that encourages spirited discovery means 
deliberately combining three essential ingredients: talented and creative people, 
unrestricted freedom, and great team chemistry. 210  Their approach has worked. 
Supercell had phenomenal success in just two years, with two of the highest 
grossing games in Apple’s App Store in 2013. 

Zappos fosters a creative atmosphere in other ways. Zappos’ values include 
statements like “Embrace and drive change”; “Be adventurous, creative and open-
minded” and  “Create fun and a little weirdness.” The organization lives the values 
it asks of its employees. Hsieh, for instance, famously offers to pay all staff for their 
time and gives them a bonus after the four-week compulsory training program if 
they leave the  company.  Paying  people  extra  to  quit  after  you  have  just  hired  and  
trained them is counterintuitive to say the least, but it makes sense in systems terms. 
If new recruits feel that the company is not for them they have an easy and 
beneficial way to move elsewhere, and Zappos makes sure it only has people who 
are passionate and committed to the company joining the staff. Less than one 
percent take up the offer.211  

The company does other creative things, too, offering its staff happiness and 
“laughter yoga” classes, encouraging individuality (not scripts) in its call centers, 
and letting employees manage their own training. The success of Zappos’ approach 
has been borne out by more than just financial success. In 2012, Zappos was 
ranked number eleven in Fortune magazine’s annual list of best companies to work 
for, with Fortune highlighting the positive culture at the company.212  
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Of course, building innovative systems and acting creatively to bring about a 
better future can be challenging. The ability to act creatively but effectively in 
systems doesn’t magically develop overnight. We need to try out different actions 
to discover what works and what doesn’t work. Small, innovative behaviors can 
breathe new energy into stale practices, much in the same way adding a new node 
to a cognitive network will initiate an update of the entire network. With 
experimentation it is possible to find the right ones. Of course, we will never be 
able to know before we act the exact outcome of any new behavior, so we have to 
be willing to stumble. We can’t allow ourselves to be disheartened by one apparent 
failure.  It  takes  effort  to  redraw  boundaries,  to  realize  that  there  is  more  to  the  
environment than meets the eye, and looks for a greater possibility than the 
obvious. But if we are willing to explore then we may better envision what might 
be, talk about possibilities, and more often innovate through creative 
experimentation.213 All we need is the courage to try. 

 

Courage  
Tony Hsieh and Alfred Lin began as angel investors for Zappos, but when 

the time came to call for more funds the dot-com crash and economic recession 
had a major impact. Despite their credibility with online business, an approach to 
other investors for a second round of funding yielded nothing – “exactly $0.”214 
Hsieh still believed that the online shoe store was a good bet. Rather than 
abandoning the young company, he joined Zappos full-time and put his own 
money on the line. For two years, the company focused primarily on survival. 

Despite the team’s efforts, the company struggled. Staff began to leave. 
Ironically, through the hardship Tony realized that Zappos had coalesced into a 
tribe. Everyone who remained involved was there because they were passionate, 
and they had all made sacrifices. He stopped seeing Zappos as a failing organization 
and  began  to  regard  it  as  a  family.  The  change  in  his  framing  affected  the  staff.  
Their focus became “all-for-one and one-for-all.”215 Hsieh put many of them up 
free of charge in his own properties and staff willingly took pay cuts and worked 
long hours. Eventually, even Tony’s money began to run out. He had sold many of 
his properties to prop up Zappos and his once-deep well was running dry. Because 
everyone was committed to and believed in what they were trying to do – because 
the prevailing attitude was one of spirited discovery – Hsieh had the courage to 
invest the last of his money in the company. 
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Conventional wisdom would say that Tony Hsieh’s actions were reckless, but 
Hsieh  had  always  been  willing  to  take  risks  when  his  gut  told  him  to.  He  is  
entrepreneurial by nature, describing himself as having always enjoyed “being 
creative and experimenting”216 He was willing to break the rules of good business 
and defy expectations because he sensed the possibilities that were just out of 
reach. 

It is not systems intelligent to take risks for the thrill of it, or to make change 
for change’s sake. Instead, it is about being more attuned to the scripts that we are 
following. If we are aware of the scripts driving us we can then see opportunities to 
deviate from them when it would enhance the outcomes for the system. When we 
are attuned with the systems around us we see beyond simple and obvious choices 
and give ourselves permission to engage in extraordinary ways. We allow ourselves 
to change the script. Our systems intelligence enables us to glimpse or feel the 
structure that is shaping a particular response in ourselves and others, and sense 
that the response the system is eliciting is not optimal. Then, with courage, we can 
choose to defy expectations as we try to improve things.  

That’s what Emmeline Pankhurst did when she formed the Women’s Social 
and Political Union in 1903 to fight the election rules of England and earn women 
the right to vote. Impatient with the slow progress of the peaceful campaign, 
Pankhurst and her group of suffragettes took more strident action to publicize their 
cause.217  They actively sought new ways to protest and disrupt the established 
system. They suffered greatly for their courage, imprisoned and vilified, but they 
also ultimately achieved the system change they were seeking. It’s what Tony Hsieh 
and Dick Fosbury and many other entrepreneurs and innovators have done in 
systems big and small as they have refused to conform to “normal” behavior. 

 

 
It takes courage to move beyond the scripts given to us by our social groups 

because an essential part of being human is our desire to belong. We want people 
to like us. We want to feel part of a community, and that involves behaving in ways 
that  others  expect  us  to,  even if  those ways  are  just  habitual  rather  than effective.  
Unity brings pressure to conform and be uniform. 218  Intervening in poorly 
functioning systems often requires us to go against social norms and open ourselves 
to the judgment of others. But we can be more fully alive, more energized when we 
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put ourselves at risk and go beyond our normal limitations and routines. Life can be 
much more than the systems we live in seem to dictate. 

The actions of Nelson Mandela illustrate the potential benefits of this 
courageous and systems intelligent approach to life. While he was imprisoned on 
Robben Island outside Capetown in South Africa, Mandela had the courage to 
make expectation-defying choices. Incarcerated for more than two decades, often 
in solitary confinement, Mandela deviated from the script ascribed to a prisoner. 
Instead of treating the guards as his enemy, Mandela saw them as humans caught in 
the same flawed system of  justice  in  which he was embedded.  He understood the 
guards were sticking to the scripts that the systems they participated in (jail, 
apartheid) allocated their role. Mandela chose not to follow the expectations of his 
own role. Instead of being stoic and antagonistic, as one might expect from a 
prisoner, he allowed himself to be gentle and vulnerable. He chose to reach out the 
hand of friendship to his jailers. In doing so he showed them that though he was 
politically and ideologically opposed to their system, he was human just as they 
were. 

Mandela particularly befriended a pro-apartheid eighteen-year-old guard, 
Christo Brand. Mandela, then in his sixties, was down-to-earth and courteous in his 
dealings with the young guard, treating him with respect. Brand’s experiences with 
the dignified prisoner led to him bending the rules to bring him small comforts, 
such as allowing him to hold his infant grandson. Mandela expressed concerned 
that Brand might be punished for his favors. He also wrote to Brand’s wife asking 
her to encourage the young man to study. Eventually, inspired by Mandela’s human 
touch, Brand revised his views not just on Nelson Mandela, but on the system of 
apartheid and his country. Mandela’s deviation from expectation inspired Christo 
Brand to deviate from his own role in the South African system. Brand now works 
in the museum shop on Robben Island, alongside former political prisoners and 
prison guards.219  

Mandela’s unexpected actions within the system of prison also had incredible 
secondary effects. Not only did he touch and influence many of the individual 
guards who dealt with him on a daily basis, the stories of his behavior added to his 
legend beyond the walls of his prison. One man’s courage to step outside of the 
role he was cast in helped many to question the script itself. He awakened others to 
the flaws of the systems he was fighting against not by violent action but by defying 
expectation.  

The important long-term effect of Mandela’s actions can be seen in the 
establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa in the 
1990s. A committed few (including Archbishop Desmond Tutu) noticed that the 
old  systems  of  justice  were  not  working  effectively  and  were  brave  enough  to  try  
new ways of dealing with social issues. Instead of working on the traditional 
punitive model of crime and punishment, they decided to create a system that 
worked at restoring the relationship between the victim and the perpetrator. It was 
a bold example of spirited discovery in action as the tried a completely atypical 
approach to justice. 

Victims of crimes and atrocities spoke of their experiences and the impact 
they had had on their lives in front of the offenders. It was hoped that the 
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perpetrators would experience a shared humanity and develop some empathy with 
their victims. The perpetrators were then invited to fully and truthfully disclose 
their  actions and were given the opportunity  to ask for  forgiveness.  The idea was 
that both parties experienced a form of catharsis in a safe environment, thus 
providing them with an opportunity for healing and reconciliation.220 People are 
more likely to forgive injuries against them when they feel they have a voice and 
have been heard. Bringing out the truth of people’s actions made sure that history 
was recorded but at the same time created a platform for rebuilding relationships.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and other systems like it, such as 
the restorative justice program used in New Zealand, provide an alternative model 
to the retributive justice programs most countries use. These efforts demonstrate it 
is possible to break free from the risk-averse revenge/punishment mindset we have 
as humans in the social world. With courage, we can escape the automaticity of 
imposing a kind of cost-benefit rationality on our every action that makes us ask 
“what’s in it for me?” instead of “how can I improve this for everybody?”  

 

The Infectiousness of Spirited Discovery 
Powerful change is possible in systems thanks to the unpredictability of 

humans, but to exploit that possibility we need to let go of our focus on 
expectations. Too much time is spent imagining, anticipating and expecting certain 

things to happen, in the process often 
unintentionally creating those things.221 
It is systems intelligent to allow for the 
possibility of something other than we 
can imagine occurring. The past is not 
always an accurate predictor of the 
future; people can surprise us. They are 
more  likely  to  surprise  us  if  we  act  in  

ways that encourage that prospect. We need to give 
ourselves and others the space to interrupt their 
normal patterns of behavior and try new things. We 
never know what might emerge from a simple change 
in behavior.  

Most human minds are generally attracted to 
“straight  lines  and  not  curves,  to  whole  numbers  and  
not fractions, to uniformity and not diversity, and to 
certainties and not mystery.” 222  But we have the 
capacity to celebrate the weird, the wonderful, the 
unique. It’s that capacity we tap into to live with 
spirited discovery in systems. Systemic environments, on the whole, reward open-
minded curiosity, imaginative actions, and the willingness to take risks. When we 
nurture the capacity for spirited discovery we focus on the benefits of an open-
minded approach. We relax our assumptions about how we (and others) think we 
should behave. We get creative. We give ourselves permission to defy expectations, 
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and break social norms. We have the courage we need to be vulnerable in our 
participatory, highly connected world.  

What the stories of Zappos, Dick Fosbury, Nelson Mandela and a myriad of 
other similar anecdotes demonstrate is that it makes sense to engage in spirited 
discovery because when we go looking for ways to make life better we usually find 
them. Most of us live with the realization that we do not know everything that is 
going on around us. Some things in life remain hidden. Whatever problems are 
present in a system, there are likely to be causes and solutions that are yet to be 
revealed. An attitude of spirited discovery infuses us with the assumption that there 
are good things waiting to be realized and worth finding. When it comes to that 
discovery process there are no predetermined criteria for what will work to improve 
the system. How can there be when we don’t know the possibilities until we 
explore? That’s why spirited discovery is such a common sense approach to life in 
systems.  
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Spirited Discovery: What Can I Do Today? 
 
Open-mindedness 
Notice the boundaries of the systems around you. Experiment with 
redefining them and see what new possibilities for action emerge. 
 
Work at being open minded below the tip of the iceberg, that is, to ideas that 
challenge your mental models. 
 
Believe in people. Be open to the potential of others. 
 
Try to recapture a childlike belief in the possibilities of life. 
 
Imagine the system you want and work towards creating it.  
 
Try importing skills you have in one context or system to another. 
 
Creativity 
Try doing something differently – break a routine and try something new. 
 
Experiment with creative micro-behaviors that might bring effective change 
in a system’s patterns. 
 
Seek opportunities to innovate. 
 
Be playful and energetic. 
 
Purposely use your imagination to better the systems you live in. 
 
Courage 
Step outside the script. Look for an opportunity to do something differently 
for positive effect. 
 
Be prepared to face the judgment of others. 
 
Be willing to face failure. 
 
Think “how can I improve this system so that everybody benefits?” Change 
the focus from yourself to the system. 
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Effective Responsiveness  
 

“At the time I was arrested I had no idea it would turn into this. It was just a day like 
any other day. The only thing that made it significant was that the masses of the people joined in.” 

~ Rosa Parks223 
 

 
 

 
It’s a familiar story. In 1955, well-respected seamstress Rosa Parks refused to 

give up her seat to a white man on a Montgomery city bus. Positioned just behind 
the ten seats reserved for white people, the forty-two-year-old African American 
spontaneously ignored the driver’s directive to change to a seat further back in 
order to enforce the laws of segregation. The bus driver called the police, and the 
small black woman was arrested. And so, on a non-descript December evening, the 
civil rights movement reached a tipping point.224 

Parks was not the first African-American to fail to give up her seat in 
Montgomery, Alabama. Nor was she the first to be arrested for the crime. None of 
the earlier arrests, however, had resulted in mass boycotts and protests. So what 
was special about that Thursday night? The difference was the systemic reaction 
ignited as people responded to the situation. 

When she was arrested and convicted of breaking the so-called “Jim Crow 
laws” Rosa Parks called her parents from the police station. Her mother 
subsequently called a friend of Rosa’s who happened to have a husband involved in 
the NAACP – the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. 
He,  in  turn,  knew of  a  white  lawyer  who would be willing to help both Rosa and 
the cause. Both men asked Rosa if she would let them fight her arrest in court and 
make an example of her case.  

The activists who wanted to use her arrest to make a stand thought carefully 
before making the request. They had considered using the earlier arrest of two 
other black women on the buses in Montgomery to initiate court action against the 
segregation laws, but felt that those women were less likely than Parks, who in so 
many ways was a model citizen, to appeal to the public. Civil rights activists had 
also tried bus boycotts in other cities, but gave up before real gains were made. 
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Fortunately for the Montgomery campaigners, the politically aware Parks agreed to 
be  a  test  case  and  challenge  the  legality  of  the  Jim  Crow  laws  by  appealing  her  
arrest. 

News of her detention traveled fast through the activist network, and within 
twenty-four hours local civil rights campaigners organized a boycott of the 
Montgomery bus system, printing fliers to spread the news. Parks was well known 
in the wider community, her networks cutting across racial and economic lines 
thanks to her activities as a volunteer in many community groups, a secretary in the 
NCAAP, her sewing work and her church. Because of her ties to many groups, 
large numbers of people were willing to support the boycott, encouraged by the 
support of the town’s ministers including a twenty-six-year-old Martin Luther King, 
Jr. 

On the Sunday after her arrest, Montgomery’s newspaper published an 
article about how the local Negroes were all planning to boycott the buses on 
Monday. Having laid hands on a flier advertising the boycott, they exaggerated its 
scope to inflame the white community. Ironically, when the black citizens of 
Montgomery, most of whom had not heard about the planned boycott, saw the 
story, they assumed everyone else had, so they felt pressure to participate. 

When Monday dawned, five hundred African Americans showed up in court 
to  hear  Rosa  Parks  convicted  of  breaking  the  segregation  laws.  That  same  day,  a  
jubilant Martin Luther King Jr. drove around town noting bus after bus empty of 
black passengers. He was soon chosen as the leader of the group organizing the 
boycotts, the Montgomery Improvement Association. A mass movement had 
begun. The Montgomery bus boycott lasted 381 days, ending only when the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled that the segregation law was unconstitutional.  

Rosa Parks’ refusal to give up her seat on the bus that day triggered the 
beginning of an era of non-violent mass protests in support of civil rights in the 
United States. Eventually, the entire system of race distinction in the US would be 
reshaped by the consequences of this one small incident. The enormous impact of 
her act was extraordinary, but it was not pre-planned. Rosa Parks did not know her 
action would change the laws of an entire country; she just couldn’t take a particular 
injustice one more time. “It was not pre-arranged. It just happened that the driver 
made a demand and I just didn't feel like obeying his demand. I was quite tired after 
spending a full day working.”225 

Rosa Parks simply took action on the spot when an opportunity presented 
itself. She made a small, personal change in her behavior because she wanted to 
make a stand against an unjust system. It wasn’t planned in the sense that she knew 
what the outcome would be, but she did know there would be consequences. It 
wasn’t just dumb luck either, as she was astute enough to know there were 
structures in place – organizations and individuals – who would support her and 
maximize the effect of her actions. In Systems Intelligence terms, Rosa Parks and 
the activists who made a test case of her actions exercised effective responsiveness. 
They utilized rather than just responded to the dynamics of a system, exposing the 
unjust rules of bus travel to highlight the inequities of the larger social system.  

Effective responsiveness is about taking the initiative to fix things when they 
don’t work. Systems can be changed by challenging the negative, being prepared 
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and proactive, and using leverage. People often get caught up in tracing the 
causality of events, but for Systems Intelligence causality is not always of prime 
importance. Figuring out how things came to be can have limited benefit. It is often 
better to focus on making things happen. When we respond effectively from a 
Systems Intelligent perspective we create new actions, reformulate systems, look for 
new inputs and we do it because we are seeking improvement of the system at 
hand.  

Unlike spirited discovery’s notion of exploring a system for unknown 
possibilities that might unfold, effective responsiveness calls for action when we 
already have some kind of criteria for success. We know what needs changing, and 
we are trying to make an immediate difference to the system we are acting within. 
Sometimes we can spot practical and effective places where small interventions will 
have positive effects in systems intuitively. But we can also learn to recognize, 
implement and create inputs more consistently – we can live actively with systems. 
Purposely and successfully intervening within systems with the intention of 
improving them is effective responsiveness in action. 

 

Challenging the Negative 
It  would  have  been  much  easier  for  Rosa  Parks  to  acquiesce  to  the  bus  

driver’s demands that she change seats, or to refuse to allow the civil rights activists 
to fight her arrest. In other words, it would have been simpler not to be the person 
whose actions challenged the existing system of racial discrimination. Unlike Rosa 
Parks, many of us choose the easy path because we feel trapped to the point of 
inaction by social pressures and expectations, and the structure of systems. As a 
result, we choose inaction over action, even in negative systems. 

Negative systems also tend to perpetuate because it can seem impossible to 
change them – think about the failure of the US to address the problems of illegal 
immigration and gun violence. Most people feel that the existing systems are 
ineffective, but few can agree on an alternative. Or, consider how ordinary 
Germans struggled to resist the Nazi party’s policies and how long apartheid was 
legally entrenched in South Africa. It is generally 
easier to go accept the status quo than to instigate 
change. But easy behavior is not necessarily 
intelligent behavior, particularly in the face of 
repressive or poorly functioning systems. It is 
important to respond in ways that challenge 
negative systems. 

Systems, by their very nature, structure and 
influence our behavior without us even realizing or 
thinking about it. For many Americans, black and 
white, conforming to the requirements of 
segregation was automatic. Much as we currently 
automatically follow traffic rules, behave in certain 
ways in a hospital, and get jobs without question, 
they simply sat where required in the local bus. We 
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all unconsciously act in ways encouraged by whatever system is at hand. Even if we 
don’t like the system, complaining about the security screening at airports or the tax 
breaks given to large corporations, most of us still conform to the role required of 
us. 

Serious research has been done on the power of systems to dictate our 
behavior. Perhaps the most famous study of all is what has become known as the 
Stanford Prison Experiment, led by psychology professor Philip Zimbardo in 1971. 
For Zimbardo’s research, a group of pre-vetted twenty-four male students was 
randomly divided into prisoners and guards, with the prisoners held in a mock jail 
in Stanford University’s basement. Zimbardo himself took on the role of the prison 
superintendent.  

Zimbardo was interested in studying how inherent personality traits in 
prisoners and guards might explain abusive prison situations, and he imposed a 
number of conditions that were intended to promote disorientation, 
depersonalization, and de-individualization. The guards were dressed in uniforms, 
wore mirrored sunglasses, and carried batons. The prisoners had uncomfortable 
clothing, were assigned numbers sewn to their clothing instead of names, and wore 
a chain around their ankles. 

Zimbardo instructed the guards that 
they were not to physically harm the 
prisoners but did tell them how they could 
create a sense of powerlessness in the 
prisoners by disrupting their routines and 
instilling fear. To add to the realism of the 
experiment, the students playing prisoners 
were arrested at their homes, taken by the 
local police (who were cooperating with the 
experiment) and booked at the police 
station. They were strip searched and 
imprisoned. 

The “prison officers” quickly adopted 
extremely authoritarian attitudes and sought 
to punish and torture the “prisoners.” They 
used exercise, the withholding of bathroom 
facilities, the refusal to empty sanitation 
buckets, the removal of bedding and the 

removal of clothing as means of controlling and punishing prisoners. The guards’ 
levels of sadism increased as the experiment went on. In contrast, the prisoners 
rapidly became passive and submissive, accepting their abuse and inflicting 
punishment on those of their number who questioned the authority of the guards. 
As the experiment went on, however, some prisoners rebelled, others talked of 
escaping, and several became traumatized and were removed. The experiment was 
meant to last for two weeks, but was brought to a halt on the sixth day because the 
students had embraced their roles in an alarmingly enthusiastic manner.  

The Stanford Prison Experiment provides an illuminating, albeit somewhat 
frightening, example of how compelling and influential systems can be. Instead of 
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the day-to-day individual personalities and beliefs of the guards and prisoners 
driving their behavior, the experiment revealed the powerful influence of the 
situation and social structure on their actions. The collective power of the system 
seemed to override the beliefs and morality of the individuals. The students quickly 
internalized the roles they had been assigned and those roles, defined by the system, 
dictated their behavior. Zimbardo realized that the experiment’s main lesson was 
that situations – systems – matter: “Social situations can have more profound 
effects on the behavior and mental functioning of individuals, groups, and national 
leaders than we might believe possible.”226 Given the formidable influence systems 
can have on our behavior, our capacity to resist the power of negative systems is an 
important component of effective responsiveness. 

 

Questioning the Status Quo 
One day, a research scientist locked five monkeys into a cage with a ladder 

leading to a bunch of bananas hanging from the ceiling. Naturally, one of the 
monkeys immediately headed up the ladder towards the bananas. Much to its 
surprise, the monkey was sprayed with ice-cold water before it reached the top, as 
were its four companions below. Some time passed before another monkey decided 
to try for the bananas, but as soon as it reached the same spot it, too, was sprayed, 
along with its fellow captives. After several attempts, the wet and angry monkeys 
gave up on trying to reach the bananas.  

Next, the researcher replaced one of the original five monkeys with a new 
monkey. Unsurprisingly, the newcomer spied the bananas and headed towards the 
ladder. Instead of allowing it to climb the ladder and lead to another soaking, 
however, the other four attacked the new monkey and beat it up. Needless to say, 
the battered newcomer didn’t try climbing the ladder again.  

The same pattern unfolded when another original monkey was replaced with 
a  fresh  face.  The  new  recruit  headed  for  the  ladder  and  took  a  beating  for  its  
temerity. Interestingly, the previous recipient of the beating, who still had no 
knowledge of the cold water dousing, was an enthusiastic participant in the second 
new monkey’s punishment. The pattern repeated every time a new monkey joined 
the group, until eventually none of the 
original monkeys were in the cage.  

Finally, to complete the 
experiment, a pluckier monkey was 
introduced into the cage. It ran towards 
the ladder only to get beaten up by its 
companions. Unlike the others, this 
monkey turned around and asked “Why 
are you beating me up when I’m trying to 
get the bananas?” The other four 
monkeys stopped, looked at each other 
slightly puzzled and, finally, shrugged 
their shoulders and said, “We have no 
idea.  That’s  just  the  way  we  do  things  
around here.”227  
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This  humorous  story  about  monkeys  makes  us  smile  because  we  see  the  
kernel of truth in the tale – sometimes we do stuff just because everyone else is 
doing it. Over time, all systems, whether they are families, workplaces, educational 
institutions, or social groups, develop routines, habits and practices. Systems 
encourage us to behave in certain ways, and reward and punish us to gain 
conformity. Programs, policies, and operating procedures all work together to 
govern our behavior within a system.228 That in itself is not necessarily a bad thing. 
Where things start to go wrong is when we fail to realize that the context in which 
these routines, habits and practices were developed has changed and they are no 
longer the most effective or appropriate way with getting on in life. Systems need 
the equivalent of the new monkey – the people who come along and question why 
things are done the way they are, or see opportunity for doing things in new ways. 
The effective responsiveness dimension of Systems Intelligence is about training 
ourselves to be the new monkey.  

As the Stanford Prison Experiment showed, it is easy to let systems dictate 
our behavior. That is not to say, however, that we cannot override the influence of 
systems. Once we are alert to life in systems – once we are consciously using our 
Systems Intelligence – we can act in ways that attempt to improve how systems 
function. Where a system is functioning poorly, refusing to conform without first 
questioning the status quo is one way we can effectively respond.  

Typically we conform to the behavior that a system expects from us in two 
ways. First, we conform when we want to be liked and accepted (normative 
conformity). Second, we conform when we are unsure with the situation so we 
mimic the behavior of others (informative conformity). For example, when we start 
a new job we likely experience both of these conforming pressures as we try to 
build relationships and learn how our new workplace functions. Even if we think 
the  behavior  is  stupid,  we  do  it  because  we  don’t  want  to  seem  different  from  
everyone else. We cannot avoid these pressures to conform, and they are not always 
harmful  to  us.  Without  the  desire  to  conform to  the  norms  around  us  we  would  
struggle to integrate into systems like workplaces, airline travel, the local gym, or 
supermarket shopping. The impetus to conform keeps many social systems running 
smoothly. 229  The problem is, conformity also keeps ineffective and negative 
systems from improving.  

We all have the ability to challenge the status quo when we see that it is 
having a detrimental effect. That’s what Sherron Watkins, an executive at Enron 
did when she wrote an email detailing her company’s elaborate accounting hoax. 
It’s what Jeffrey Wigand did when he told current affairs show “60 Minutes” that 
the tobacco company he worked for not only knew their cigarettes were addictive 
but were deliberately enhancing those addictive properties. 230  It’s also what 
basketball coach Ken Carter did. 

Some  years  ago,  in  working-class  San  Francisco,  Ken  Carter  took  a  job  as  
head basketball coach at his old high school, Richmond High. Carter knew that 
most of the kids he coached would likely never graduate, attend college, or work 
their way into a more financially secure future. Carter believed he could use sports 
to motivate his students to better academic performance. His method was to get 
the boys he coached, and their parents, to sign a contract agreeing that they would 
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attend all classes, maintain a respectable grade average, never be late, study for at 
least ten hours a week, sit in the front row in classes, and wear a tie on game day. 
He was determined to instill a work ethic and a sense of discipline and self-pride in 
the students in his team.  

Carter  might  have been just  another  coach trying to help a  group of  unruly  
and disadvantaged teens to achieve if he hadn’t made a notorious decision that 
caused an outcry. At a time when the Richmond High basketball team was 
undefeated, Carter locked the school gym and forfeited two games because fifteen 
of the forty-five players were not fulfilling their contracts. No contract, no games. 
Tough love.  

Coach Carter went from hero to zero in his local community. Some of the 
parents were outraged that basketball, the one thing the boys were successful at, 
was being denied them. The team was shocked and angry at his actions, which 
punished the innocent as well as the guilty. Carter refused to back down. A contract 
was a contract and he was determined to stick to the rules he had put in place and 
the students  and their  parents  had agreed to.  He was prepared to risk  his  job and 
reputation to break the cycle of an ineffective system. He was prepared to persevere 
because he had criteria for success. Ultimately, Carter won everyone’s respect for 
his unwavering stance that prioritized the students’ long-term futures over short-
term gain.231 The team didn’t win the championship that year but several players, 
against the odds, went on to graduate and attend college.232 

Like Rosa Parks, Ken Carter decided to make a difference in his community. 
He saw a bleak future for the kids in his care – a future dictated by economic and 
social pressures and a feeling of being oppressed by those systems. The wider 
community – students, parents, supporters – were holding back. They expected and 
accepted poor academic performance from their students; they did not believe that 
impoverished urban kids could make it out of the neighborhood. They thought the 
problem was “out there” in the unfair way the world worked, not realizing that they 
individually and collectively were part of the systems that resulted in half of the 
students not graduating. Coach Carter saw what wasn’t working and took action to 
fix it. 

In part, Carter’s response was so effective because he showed remarkable 
insight into the systems at work in the school environment by getting not just the 
players but also their parents to sign the contract he developed. His attention to the 
parents showed he understood that the boys were not isolated individuals, but that 
they were embedded in and took their values from their families as well as their 
peers and the institutions around them. Rather than just being systems aware, 
though, Coach Carter saw an opportunity for taking action. He saw that success in 
the game of basketball, itself a social system, could be leveraged for success in 
scholarship.  If  the  kids  could  develop  discipline,  take  on  hard  work,  and  work  
together in sports, they should be able to bring the same characteristics to their 
scholarship. 

Ken Carter clearly challenged the assumptions of his community when he 
demanded academic and social discipline from his talented basketball players. He 
disputed the Richmond High community’s belief that sports success nullified the 
need for academic success. Some in the school community felt that the boys’ 
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success at sports should be celebrated no matter what because it was the one social 
system they were likely to flourish in given their economic and social environment. 
Carter felt that if they could succeed at basketball they could also transfer their 
system skills to education. Coach Carter’s radical response to the team not meeting 
the contract requirements showed the school community that by elevating and 
celebrating sports skills as a replacement for academic achievement they created the 
poor scholarship from their students and thus perpetuated a cycle of low 
achievement in the community at large.  

Resisting negative systems and acting with the good of everyone in the 
system  in  mind,  as  Ken  Carter  and  Rosa  Parks’  experiences  show,  is  rarely  easy.  
Carter’s intervention was within a stable system accepted by the community. The 
beliefs about the value of sport he was challenging were long-held, and sanctioned 
and upheld at many levels and in many quarters of US society. The segregation 
system that Rosa Park intervened in was upheld in law. Both their actions led to 
anger and conflict as they defied the status quo, but they also opened up 
conversations about what might be. They showed the community an alternative 
system was possible. 

 

Reframing the Negative 
There’s a great story of an old blind man who sat on a busy street corner 

during rush-hour begging for money. At his feet, propped up against an empty 
upturned hat, was a cardboard sign that read: “Blind – Please help.” Passers-by 
ignored his plea. 

A young advertising writer noted the beggar’s empty hat and the pedestrians’ 
disregard. She asked the blind man if he minded if she rewrote his sign more 
clearly. Dispirited, he told her to go ahead. Taking a thick black pen from her 
briefcase, she turned the cardboard sheet over and wrote a fresh sign, smiled to 
herself and moved away. Immediately, people began dropping money for the man. 

After a while, with his hat overflowing, the blind man asked a stranger to tell 
him what the new sign said. “It says,” said the stranger, “‘It's a beautiful day. You 
can see it. I cannot.’”233 
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A similar tale is the often-told story of the young boy auditioning for a part 
in his school’s play. This boy had his heart set on being given a role, and his mother 
was worried how he would react to the disappointment if he was not chosen. On 
the day the pupils found out whether they had made the cast, the little boy’s mother 
went to the school gates to collect her son. She was relieved to see him come 
running towards her eyes shining and face beaming with excitement. “Guess what!” 
he shouted. “I’ve been chosen to clap and cheer.”234 The boy’s teacher framed 
rejection (from acting) as selection (as a member of the audience), turning a 
negative into a positive. 

Both anecdotes are great examples of the power of reframing. Reframing 
changes the way we see the system at hand. Framing, as you might recall, is what we 
do when we interpret information, and reframing is the process of abandoning our 
initial frame for a different perspective. Purposefully reframing can be helpful for 
resetting our expectations or creating new comparisons and so extracting more 
happiness from the same reality.235 With a positive attitude, instead of complaining 
when things don’t go our way, it is possible to reframe situations more 
optimistically and work creatively to improve circumstances.  

An effective response to a negative system can be to reframe issues for 
others, changing the way they look at a situation and its possibilities. Martin Luther 
King,  for  example,  did just  that  when he reframed the civil  rights  movement in  a  
way that brought people together for change. 

Prior to King’s rise as a spokesperson, the language of battle had 
characterized the civil rights movement. Blacks were fighting for their rights, contesting 
racial laws, demanding to  be  heard.  They  had  triumphs and defeats. They were at war 
with the dominant system. Such a way of thinking led to a particular way of acting, 
characterized by aggression and violence. Influenced by both Jesus and Gandhi, 
King began to change the frame. He reframed the civil rights movement as one of 
love in the name of God. Instead of meeting violence with violence, King preached 
that blacks should turn the other cheek, pray for their enemies, and forgive their 
attackers. Even when his own house was bombed, he exhorted the angry, vengeful 
crowd that gathered to love rather than fight the assailants. 

By changing the frame from war to non-violence, King opened the way for 
supporters of the movement to take new actions and develop different responses. 
They would not have to be angry and violent protesters – they could quietly stand 
their  ground  in  solidarity,  affirmed  by  the  belief  that  they  were  doing  what  was  
right. The sense of community this shift created meant people felt confident 
enough to participate, and others watched how to behave and joined in.236 In effect, 
Martin  Luther  King created a  new social  system for  driving change in  civil  rights,  
articulating  a  new  vision  of  how  things  could  be,  and  leading  by  example.  He  
carried others with him because he gave them a way to break the negative patterns 
of the past and create a different future.  

We can see reframing being used to deal with current issues, too. Take the 
example of the ecological footprint versus the ecological handprint. 237  The 
ecological or carbon footprint frames the relationship between people and nature 
negatively. It sets up the idea of humans trampling on the environment, using guilt 
to motivate us into more sustainable actions. In contrast, the ecological handprint is 
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a relatively new term that seeks to reframe the relationship between people and the 
environment by stressing that human wellbeing and environmental wellbeing are 
interconnected.  

The ecological handprint sees positive social justice movements and positive 
environmental movements as helping one another flourish. It is possible to uplift 
humanity as we lower our footprint and as we lower out impact on the 
environment we can create better communities. For example, a campaign to 
introduce  solar  cookers  in  rural  China  has  resulted  in  less  pressure  on  the  scarce  
resource of firewood while simultaneously freeing up the village women who 
traditionally collect the fuel to spend time on other activities, such as caring for the 
elderly, childrearing and education.238 

Professionals whose job it is to change other people’s behavior are beginning 
to explore the power of positive reframing. Traditionally, many campaigns that try 
to improve systems have tended to tell people what not to do rather than what they 
could do. They have framed things negatively. These campaigns, against smoking, 
drinking, gambling and so on, are anti behaviors rather than pro activities and try to 
motivate us by fear. Simply scaring us into reacting to threats, however, limits our 
commitment, imagination and collaboration.239  

That’s why so much research is now going into incentivizing behavioral 
change. Economists, for example, are looking at how financial rewards encourage 
people to meet weight loss targets. 240  The UK government is exploring how 
incentives might encourage people to adopt greener energy habits.241 In Canada, a 
company has set up a loyalty program that rewards people for healthy behaviors by 
providing them with discounted products.242 Canadians  can  join  the  site  for  free,  
log their healthy activities and collect points that they can then spend. People, 
perhaps unsurprisingly, respond better when there is a reward promised rather than 
a punishment threatened. It is more effective to create systems that operate on this 
basis at the outset, but if we can’t build a new system we can often reframe existing 
problems and solutions more positively. 

We can do more than just resist negative systems through questioning of the 
status quo and reframing, however. We can also act systems intelligently by 
contributing to positive experiences within effective systems or even create new 
systems.  It  is  easy  to admire  Ken Carter  and Rosa Parks’  actions,  but,  let’s  face  it,  
many of us will not choose to take on major public battles with large and powerful 
systems  –  particularly  when  we  are  likely  to  become  the  object  of  animosity  as  a  
result  of  our  actions  as  Carter  and  Parks  did.  However,  it  does  not  matter  if  a  
system  is  huge  or  tiny,  if  it  is  our  nation  or  our  family.  All  of  us  can  make  a  
difference in the everyday systems we live in quietly but assuredly. What matters is 
that we respond effectively, making beneficial choices for ourselves, others and the 
systems we share, and an effective response is enhanced by preparation. 

 

Prepare and Act 
When a footballer does an amazing scissor kick with his back to the goal and 

places  the ball  in  the net  it  looks like  luck.  But  luck is  often the name we give to 
preparation and opportunity colliding. Another footballer, less experienced and less 
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dedicated may not make the same shot because he or she doesn’t have the same 
level of familiarity with the boundaries of the field, the position of the goalposts, 
the trajectory of the ball,  and the limits of his or her skills. He or she is less lucky 
because he or she is less prepared in that system.  

Similarly, it could seem that the civil 
rights movement was lucky to end up with 
the unassuming Rosa Parks as its icon. But, 
in fact, the activists were prepared. They 
were waiting for the right person and the 
right opportunity to come together so they 
could act with maximum impact. Rosa Parks 
was prepared, too. She might have initially 
acted spontaneously as an individual, but her 
actions and their consequences took place in 
the context of a number of social systems. 
Parks was an active member of the NAACP, 
an organization of like-minded people who 
felt that laws in the US were inequitable. She 
belonged to a specific system that supported 

her views and actions. She also identified and drew strength from the broad cultural 
and  familial  systems  she  was  embedded  in,  saying  after  the  event  “When  I  made  
that decision I knew that I had the strength of my ancestors with me.”243 

In other words, our ability to take effective actions in systems is enhanced if 
we are familiar with a system, supported within that system, and alert to the 

opportunities for intervention that 
present themselves. But, given the 
dynamic and changing nature of 
systems, being prepared can be 
challenging. We cannot make plans, 
assume paths of action, or bank on 
particular outcomes with certainty. 
Consequently, adapting our perception, 
our thoughts, our attitude and behavior 
to the system at hand in the moment is 
systems intelligent behavior. There are a 
number of ways, however, that we can 
improve the chances of our 
responsiveness to situations being 
effective. 

 

Attending to Microbehaviors  
Remember the Kingsolver family’s quest to eat local food for a year? As they 

researched the industrial food chain’s impact on the environment they found out 
that  most  food  items  in  a  typical  meal  in  the  US  have  traveled  at  least  fifteen  
hundred miles from their point of origin to plate. The Kingsolvers calculated that if 
every US family ate just one meal a week sourced locally oil consumption would be 
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reduced by one point one million barrels of oil a week.244 “Not everybody can walk 
away from the industrial food pipeline altogether, but all of us can take a few steps, 
and the benefits are immediate,” pointed out Barbara Kingsolver.245 In other words, 
small actions can have big effects. 

Despite the possibilities that tiny changes in behavior have for systems, it is 
rare that we reflect on the impact of microbehaviors when we consider why 
something doesn’t work. It is far more tempting to look for big picture 
explanations. So when our company’s latest deal isn’t the success it was forecast to 
be we say the economy is bad, the time was not right, or changing technology has 
affected things. Errors and downsides are explained away with the macro. But 
maybe the deal didn’t go so well because of something small and simple. Maybe the 
negotiating team used too much advocacy and too little inquiry. Maybe someone 
felt slighted. Maybe key people were hungry and so distracted. We tend to 
underestimate the impact of the micro. 

 
The medical community has found this out via a decade of research on the 

use of checklists. In 2001, a critical care specialist and his research team decided to 
investigate the usefulness of checklists for intensive care teams in hospitals. 
Choosing just one task – the insertion of a central line – they asked nurses to report 
when doctors missed a step in this very routine procedure. Shockingly, over a 
month, more than one step was skipped in over a third of cases. To enforce the 
checklist, the researchers enlisted the nurses, with the support of the hospital 
administration, to remind doctors to follow the steps. The result was a dramatic 
decrease in the rate of infection and huge financial savings for the hospital.246  

Despite the outstanding results achieved by using a checklist in the research, 
health professionals were initially reluctant to adopt the practice. It seemed so 
simple it was practically insulting. Doctors are highly trained, experienced 
professionals who deal with complicated and complex activities on a daily basis. 
Checklists  were just  a  stupid piece of  paper  telling them to do things  they already 
knew to do. But, it turns out, that checklists act as a kind of “cognitive net.”247 
They prevent us from making mental mistakes, of memory, attention and 
thoroughness. They force us to take actions instead of allowing us to fall into non-
action. Developing and adopting checklists, a special project of surgeon Atul 
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Gawande, has had an amazing impact on the outcomes of surgical procedures 
around the world. 

The interesting point about checklists is that they seem as if they are forcing 
us to adopt norms of behavior, and in some ways they are. But they also encourage 
discipline, teamwork and preparation in complex situations where small actions or 
non-actions can have devastating effects. They force those following them to 
attend to their microbehaviors rather than relegate them to a type two automatic 
process.  This  is  crucial  because most  people  are  not  very  good at  seeing the small  
things  that  can  make  a  big  difference.  We  are  primed  for  the  big  picture  because  
attending to all  the little  details  can be overwhelming,  which is  not  to say  that  we 
should overlook the big picture. 

 

Having a Vision 
Traditionally, companies entice people to spend money on their products, 

leading their firm to prosper while helping to expand the economy, albeit likely 
with some negative impact on the environment. It’s a business model that has 
worked for many years. However, outdoor company Patagonia positions itself a 
little differently to its competitors. Their mission statement of “Build the best product, 
cause no unnecessary harm, use business to inspire and implement solutions to the environmental 
crisis” prioritizes environmental sustainability over economic profit. The company 
has articulated a vision of how they want to operate and created a system that 
services that vision. 

Often, positive actions within systems start with vision. Vision is something 
that causes us to act in the present how we would act if the future that we imagine 
were already here.  In other  words,  it’s  about  having a  dream of  a  future  that  may 
bear  little  resemblance  to  the  present,  and  then  behaving  as  if  that  future  was  a  
reality.  Vision  needs  to  be  an  active  force  not  just  a  bunch  of  words.  As  
management expert Peter Senge puts it, “It’s not what the vision is, it’s what the 
vision does.”248 With aspirational intentions and imagination we can take ourselves 
and others beyond the status quo. In a company context the senior executives 
might focus on creating the business rather than running the business. In a school 
setting, a teacher might envision the kind of pupils they want to leave the class at 
graduation, rather than focus on the kind of pupil that walks in at the beginning of 
the year. Vision is about creating a future, not managing the present. 

Patagonia, for example, has developed the Common Thread Initiative. Visit 
their website http://www.patagonia.com/us/common-threads and you will be 
actively discouraged from buying too much of their product. Instead, under the 
mantra of “reduce”, they advise how to make your Patagonia gear last longer and 
urge you not to buy what you don’t actually need. In addition, they also encourage 
repairing, recycling and reusing. And Patagonia does more than moralize at its 
customers; it practices what it preaches. For instance, the company both offers a 
repair service and accepts old clothing back for recycling. It also has several 
initiatives promoting reuse. People can donate their old Patagonia clothes to charity 
or sell them on the company website or via a partnership with EBay. Furthermore, 
the company donates factory seconds to environmental activists in the field and 
unsold ranges to people who lose their belongings in disasters.  
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The Common Thread Initiative tries to inspire its customers to act more 
Systems Intelligently with respect to the environment, but the company also 
carefully considers its suppliers. Aiming to be a socially and environmentally 
responsible company it has partnered with other organizations that care about 
people and the earth. For example, it promotes fair labor practices and safe 
working conditions throughout its supply chain and sources its resources from 
likeminded organizations. In short, Patagonia is attending to the network of 
connections it has with others and seeing how they collectively contribute to the 
larger environment. Patagonia as a company has been able to see itself as a system 
embedded in many other systems. It seems to understand its own impact on the 
environment and how the collective actions of its customers and suppliers 
contribute to that.249 And its practices all stem from a vision. 

The beauty of vision is that it pulls us in the direction we want to be going. 
Daily life typically consists of a series of conscious and unconscious reactions to 
what goes on in the systems we live in. We respond in the moment with little 
thought as to how our actions contribute to a bigger picture. Intelligent action in 
systems is more often characterized by a proactive rather than reactive approach. It 
is possible not just to prevent a system from spiraling downward by taking actions 
that promote positive outcomes but also to push a system upwards.  

 

Connecting with Others 
A vision is all the more powerful if it is shared. In the process of creating a 

shared vision of what the future might be, we often have insights about what is 
possible that we might never have had alone.250 That’s why an effective way to 
respond to issues within systems is to collaborate for change rather than try to 
impose or spread it alone. As Peter Senge and his co-authors argue in their 
discussion of how to tip organizations into sustainable business practices, dealing 
with systems is a team sport, and the more people who work together on issues the 
quicker ideas and actions will spread.251 

True collaboration needs more than good intentions and lip service, though. 
It needs preparation as we make the effort to build relationships. Tony Hsieh of 
Zappos, for example, emphasizes the value of creating genuine relationships over 
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the more fashionable networking. Networking values transactions. It is about 
making connections based on what people can do for one another. Entering a 
relationship, on the other hand, is about being interested in the people you meet. 
Hsieh encourages people to see the value in friendship for friendship’s sake rather 
than business networks. In his experience, relationships that are nurtured over two 
to three years often end up providing surprising, unintended benefits, but that’s not 
what should motivate connecting with people.252  

Instead,  we  should  be  motivated  by  the  realization  that  in  systems  we  are  
inescapably connected to others. This stands in marked contrast to seeing ourselves 
as separate from others and pursuing our own agenda. 253  The former is about 
betterment of the system by and for everybody, the latter about imposing our ideas 
of betterment on others. Even simple interventions can have astonishing effects. A 
study of a manufacturing plant in the US, for example, found that by allowing 
employees on the assembly line to make decisions about their uniform and their 
shift roster the organization increased productivity dramatically.254 People want to 
feel that they are contributing to the shape of a system – it gives them a sense of 
autonomy and control in their lives. Systems benefit from both a diversity of ideas 
and collaborative efforts towards change.  

 

 
Effective responsiveness via collaboration requires particular skills, such as 

the ability to convene, facilitate building networks, see through others’ eyes, and 
forge genuinely shared aspirations.255 Open hearts and minds have to go hand-in-
hand with a determination to see and understand systems and work together across 
arbitrary boundaries. 256  Working with others to create a shared vision means 
abandoning ego-driven behavior and giving in to the process. People need to come 
together in inquiry mode not advocacy, or as executive coach Robert Hargrove puts 
it, it’s about bringing ingredients and cooking together, not bringing a pre-cooked 
dish.257 In that way, people can input into the systems that matter to them and 
engage in the change process.  

Both new and existing connections facilitate our ability to respond effectively 
in a system. It is extremely helpful, for example, if we can find a sponsor in the 
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system with more power than us to help us change the system.258 In effect, Rosa 
Parks found herself sponsored by the network of connections she was embedded 
in. But even in everyday systems we can make smart choices about who to engage 
with. In our extended family, for example, there may be a much-loved person who 
has the respect of almost everyone else, a “connector.” If we want to change the 
way the wider family treats an individual member, a strategic whisper in that 
person’s ear may have far more influence than if we approach everyone individually 
ourselves. 

Connectors in social systems are those people who provide central links to 
many others.259 They are the social glue of a group. As such, they have incredible 
power to be able to transmit messages and behaviors through a system. 260 
Connectors are sociable people who cultivate relationships. They do not have to be 
best friends with everyone; they just have a wide social circle. Research on social 
networks tells us there is actually more influence in having many weak ties with 
people than just a few strong ones because more people are exposed to what is 
being spread.261  

Connectors also often straddle boundaries. While most of us are picky about 
our friends, preferring to choose people who are most like us to develop 
relationships with, connectors enjoy getting to know people from many walks of 
life. In organizations, for example, we can have much more influence if we get on 
with the accountants, the factory hands and the receptionists than if we are only 
friendly with our own immediate colleagues. Rosa Parks, for example, was likely a 
connector. When she was arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, the reaction of her 
close friends and the amazing number of weak ties she had in the in the 
community, thanks to her involvement in numerous clubs and service 
organizations, created a movement with strength.262 

You may have already recognized yourself as a connector or not. If you are, 
it  is  much easier  for  you to effect  changes  in  systems than it  is  for  the rest  of  us.  
Even if we are not a connector, however, we can still benefit from the power of 
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connectors by, well, connecting with them. By seeing who the connectors are in a 
system that we want to change, and allying with them, we can increase the chances 
of our ideas spreading throughout the system and hopefully creating a tipping 
point.  If  we  can  win  the  connector  in  our  workplace  over  to  our  new  resource-
saving, environmentally-friendly innovative practice, then the chances of it being 
taken up across the organization or work group are dramatically increased. Or if we 
can convince our well-connected local government representative that our idea is 
beneficial for the community we may create impetus to change. The nature of the 
messenger is critical to creating a tipping point, or, in systems terms, leverage.263 

 

Leverage  
In the 1960s, the American legal system enshrined segregation laws against 

African Americans on the basis of their status being “separate but equal.” The 
resultant racial discrimination in such public facilities as schools, restaurants, 
swimming pools, and public transportation systematized economic, educational, 
and  social  disadvantages  for  non-whites.  Any  one  of  those  facilities  could  have  
been the site for a protest. But choosing a bus boycott in particular to make a stand 
against segregation was an inspired and Systems Intelligent choice because it used 
the power of leverage.  

African Americans made up seventy-five per cent of bus users in 
Montgomery, so boycotting that mode of transport had an enormous impact on the 
economics  of  the  bus  system,  run  by  whites.  In  addition,  the  bus  system  was  a  
powerful symbol of racial inequality for African Americans. The visual reminder of 
systemic racism that public transport gave to African Americans made 
transportation a volatile site for race relations. Rosa Parks herself recalled buses 
taking white children to elementary school while black kids had to walk to their 
school. “I'd see the bus pass every day,” she said. “But to me, that was a way of life; 
we had no choice but to accept what was the custom. The bus was among the first 
ways I realized there was a black world and a white world.” Boycotting buses was 
an action that had maximum impact on communities on both side of the civil rights 
debate. 

Paul O’Neill’s tenure as CEO of aluminum company Alcoa also nicely 
illustrates the power of leverage, of attending to something apparently minor and 
indirectly improving the big picture. Coming in as the new head of an enormous 
and previously very successful company, O’Neill was seen as the man who would 
stop the downhill slide that had begun in the 1980s. Stakeholders at Alcoa, 
including staff and investors, expected O’Neill to focus on higher profits and lower 
costs. After all, the company was in the money making game. Instead, he focused 
on workplace safety, to the initial disgust of the stakeholders.  

Despite Alcoa being in a dangerous industry – the production of aluminum – 
O’Neill  decided  to  set  the  company  a  target  of  zero  injuries.  This  was  a  dramatic  
shift from being an organization that expected some injuries, if not fatalities, to its 
workers, to being a company that prioritized injury prevention. O’Neill saw the 
health and safety record as a leverage point. He understood that by being forced to 
attend to safety, the organization would also be forced to challenge its current 
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beliefs about best practice in manufacturing, communication, quality control and so 
on.264  Challenging the assumptions in just one area, one leverage point, of the 
organization ended up changing the whole system.   

A colleague of ours travels often and is a connoisseur of fine food. When he 
goes to small, local restaurants, particularly in foreign countries, he considers 
himself to be taking a gamble on the quality of the meal. He has found that building 
a relationship with the staff provides a leverage point that increases his chances of 
having a successful dining experience. Instead of immediately ordering from the 
menu like most customers, he chats to the wait staff about themselves. In other 
words, he offers a new input into the restaurant system. When they are at ease, he 
asks them if he might talk to the chef, explaining his interest in food. Usually, the 
wait staff is happy to oblige and go to the kitchen in search of the chef. Invariably a 
bemused  chef  makes  his  or  her  way  to  the  table.  Our  friend  engages  the  chef  in  
conversation, asking how long they have been cooking, their culinary influences 
and so on. Eventually, he asks the chef “What is your favorite dish to cook?” The 
chef replies. Our friend whispers to him or her, “Let’s forget about the menu…why 
don’t you cook me what you love to make.” The chef, flattered at the attention and 
pleased  to  be  given  free  reign  more  often  than  not  provides  our  friend  with  a  
special dish. 

No matter where we are in a system, and no matter what type of system it is, 
we can have an impact on its patterns. All we need to do is find a point of leverage. 
In the town of Montgomery, buses were a leverage point. In Alcoa, tightening 
health and safety turned out to be a leverage point. In a small restaurant, making 
the staff and chef feel valued is a leverage point. All these examples illustrate the 
power of pressure in the right place can have on our capacity to influence a system.  

In essence, leverage is about minimum input for maximum output. Because 
of the connected nature of systems, simple acts can create a snowball effect where 
the small change we introduce feeds on itself, building into a pattern of self-
reinforcing growth that over time becomes substantial.265 As journalist Malcolm 
Gladwell summarized in his popular book The Tipping Point, “with the slightest 
push…in just the right place” things that seem immovable, unchangeable can be 
tipped.266 Seeking out leverage points – the elements, moments, and people where 
change  will  have  the  most  impact  on  the  system as  a  whole  –  is  one  of  the  most  
Systems Intelligent actions we can take. 

 

The Butterfly Effect 
A few years ago the phrase “butterfly effect” entered the general lexicon. In 

popular usage, the catch phrase came to illustrate that small events could have large 
consequences. People began to talk about how a butterfly flapping its wings in the 
Amazon could cause a tornado in Texas. The science behind the anecdote shows 
that the behavior of some large, complex systems (like the weather) is very hard to 
predict because the system can be such that a tiny change in one area can have a 
strong impact over time and distance. Social systems can experience the same 
phenomenon. Yet, most of us underestimate the power of leverage. We tend to 
visualize instigating change as difficult, especially in the face of large systems. We 
feel  like  change  comes  in  small  hard-won  steps,  one  after  the  other.  We  don’t  
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always  realize  that  one  small  action  in  the  right  place  at  the  right  time  can  have  
more impact than many other actions combined.267  

 

 
It sometimes seems impossible, for example, to imagine how the actions of 

one person might change an entire entrenched system of government. Mahatma 
Gandhi managed it, though, and he drew on the power of leverage along the way. 
Gandhi waged a long campaign against the British occupation of India, but there 
were clear tipping points in the process. One of these was when he marched from 
Sabarmati Ashram to the coast near the village of Dandi so he could produce his 
own salt and thus avoid the British taxes on the essential condiment. During his 
twenty-three day, two-hundred-and-forty mile walk, many other Indians joined him 
along the way and the resulting publicity brought India’s fight for independence to 
the world stage. 

Gandhi’s choice to focus on the salt tax as the focus of protest was met with 
incredulity amongst India’s independence supporters at the time, but demonstrates 
his systems awareness and wisdom. By choosing the salt tax, Gandhi focused on an 
item of daily use that resonated with all Indians, no matter what their class or 
religion. Rather than protest against abstract issues like poor political laws, he 
galvanized the people around a tangible product. The tax on salt hurt the poorest 
people the most and represented almost ten percent of tax revenue for the British. 
Salt became a powerful symbol of the oppression of Indians by the Raj and the salt 
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march demonstrated how effective civil disobedience could be as a technique for 
battling social and political injustice.268 

In fact, the salt march is a fantastic example of effective responsiveness in 
general  and  the  power  of  leverage  in  particular.  Gandhi  purposefully  looked  at  
where he could have the most impact in a huge and oppressive system. He chose a 
seemingly minor law around which to bring together a disparate group of members 
of the system who might otherwise not have much in common. He understood that 
the  system  he  was  trying  to  change  was  large  and  complex  so  he  knew  that  the  
small intervention he would make in 1930 might not pay off until many years later, 
and indeed it was 1947 before India won independence. Despite this, he was 
determined to take action, and willing to sacrifice his own comfort (he was arrested 
for his actions) for the greater good of himself, others and the governance of India. 
Gandhi found a leverage point that ultimately contributed to the downfall of 
colonial rule.  

 

Recognizing Leverage Points 
Our ability to find useful leverage points can be instinctive but it is also 

enhanced by our systems awareness. When we understand that systems can provide 
leverage points, we increase the likelihood that our intervention will be effective. Of 
course, there is no single rule that tells us where, when and how to best intervene in 
a system. Nor are there rules that we can learn by rote because every system is 
different, and every system is always changing. Nevertheless, we can still look for 
opportunities that can be leveraged.  

In 2012, a group of environmental activists from many walks of life hopped 
on a biodiesel bus and took the fight to prevent climate change to university 
campuses around America.269 By early 2013, students on two hundred and fifty six 
college  campuses  had  joined  them.  Their  aim  was  to  force  universities  to  stop  
investing in fossil fuel related businesses. The group’s argument – if it’s wrong to 
wreck the climate then it is wrong to profit from the act of wrecking it. 

College endowment funds in the US are worth billions of dollars, some 
estimates saying four hundred billion dollars in just the top five hundred funds. 
That’s a lot of money, and plenty of it is being invested in dirty energy to maximize 
profits to the universities. Unsurprisingly, most universities are not embracing the 
call  for  change.  Harvard,  for  example,  has  said  it  will  not  consider  divesting from 
companies connected to fossil fuels, despite seventy-two percent of its student 
body voting for divestment.  

But, the students intend to be persistent. They have organized. They have 
researched. They have joined a network of organizations fighting for the same 
cause. They have the visible economic and environmental impact of climate change 
on their side. And they have looked for and found a point of leverage. 

Divestment of stocks related to fossil fuels is not a very sexy or media 
friendly topic, but calling for colleges to not invest in dirty fuel companies talks the 
language that fossil fuel companies understand – money. If pension funds and 
religious organizations investments join the crusade, as they have been invited to, 
that will hurt. When a country’s top educational establishments stop supporting 
your business because they understand it to be ethically wrong, the publicity 
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generated makes shareholders uncomfortable and nervous. Not only does 
divestment affect the dirty energy companies, though. It also has the potential to 
spur the development of clean energy. All those funds need to be invested 
somewhere, and if fossil fuels are off the table on moral grounds then sustainable 
organizations present a far more attractive alternative. 

The students are starting the fights on campuses around the country, but the 
overall goal is to bring change to government policy. Where universities collectively 
lead, governments usually follow. Already they have had successes. Three colleges 
quickly dismissed fossil fuel related stocks from their portfolios. The unintended 
consequence? One of the schools, Unity College in Maine, reported an increase in 
donations and a surge in enrolment inquires after announcing its decision to invest 
in environmentally friendly companies.  

The issues around sustainability involve many complex and sometimes 
competing systems – natural, technological, political and social. Yet with the right 
attitude, collaboration across arbitrary systems boundaries and an understanding of 
how systems work, many leverage points can be found and exploited for the 
betterment of systems. 270  Effective responses can be found even for complex 
problems. 

In some ways, dealing with large, complex systems is actually an advantage as 
there are often more leverage points to be found than in smaller, simpler systems. 
In smaller systems, like a family, it is sometimes too easy to intervene at only a 
superficial level. We might, for example, ask that our spouse spend less money if 
our finances are looking troubled, or tell our kids to study harder if their grades slip. 
But these adjustments don’t really get to the heart of the system. They don’t 
address why the problems are occurring in the first place, so are unlikely to change 
the system in the long run.  

 
 

 
 
To  intervene  effectively  in  a  system  it  is  important  to  make  sure  we  have  

(and share) all the appropriate information. Just as we can’t judge when to refill the 
oil in our car unless we are alert to its feedback mechanisms, we can’t judge what is 
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helpful for a social system unless we are attuned to what is going on in that system. 
So it  is  important  to find out  why we are  fraught  financially  and why our  child  is  
struggling in school by collecting the relevant information.   

Once we learn about the system, we can consider whether an effective 
response might be to change the rules of the system. Rules relate to incentives, 
punishments and constraints, including a system’s scope and boundaries.271 The 
rules  of  a  system  set  people’s  behavior,  so  changing  the  rules  can  change  that  
behavior. Changing how income is distributed in bank accounts, for example, may 
change a couple’s spending behavior, as would cutting up credit cards or setting up 
a budget. Likewise, creating new expectations around time spend on study, or how 
much time we spend helping our children, or offering incentives for positive 
outcomes may change the way our offspring approach schoolwork. The ability to 
change the rules in a system is a powerful tool. 

We  can  also  harness  the  power  of  numbers  to  increase  our  ability  to  gain  
leverage in a system. Harnessing collective power is particularly effective if we are 
trying to bring about change in a very large social system where we have little 
formal power. For example, the 1955 boycott of buses in Montgomery, Alabama 
enlisted the collective power of the black community to instigate structural change 
of the segregation system. Likewise, the It Gets Better movement began as a 
YouTube message uploaded by two people and turned into a worldwide 
phenomenon. In effect, these movements, and others like them, are collective 
systems interventions. 

Leverage through numbers can take the form of evolution (a natural 
progression) or revolution (an abrupt change). Both extremely powerful types of 
change are driven by collective action. People buy into the change. New systems 
emerge to replace old, tired ones, and the better they fit with their environment or 
context, the more likely they will be successful.272 So, for example, the rise in the 
number of older, fitter adults brought about by the wealthy aging baby boomer 
population is driving an evolution in the way developed nations house their older 
people. Retirement homes are changing from single room, spartan 
accommodations to communal villages with lifestyle amenities. Similarly, greater 
awareness of the finite nature of natural resources like oil and an emphasis on 
healthy living (coupled with rising costs associated with fuel and healthcare), has 
seen many cities develop networks of bike paths so people can take a healthier, 
cheaper, and greener means of transport. 

The chances of effective actions are also great in systems where many small 
connecting networks work together. Organizations like Fair Trade, for example, 
have become powerful in shaping global markets for the likes of coffee and 
bananas  because  they  have  been  able  to  draw  together  various  individuals  and  
networks including church groups, student organizations and trade groups. They 
have shown the person on the street that their individual actions make a difference 
by showing them the systemic connections they the coffee-drinker or the banana-
eater have with a grower on the other side of the world. Fair Trade labeling allows 
the everyday consumer to make a choice about the kind of trading system he or she 
wants to support. Fair Trade has created a new market outside the normal market 
and encouraged people to collaborate on an alternative system of exchange. 
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Collaborative systems skills are as yet underappreciated in daily life but this is where 
real leverage can come from.  

The advent of social media and other communication technology has made 
leverage through connection easier than ever. When snow and a subsequent 
backlog of planes meant a flight sat on the tarmac in Detroit for seven hours in 
1992, passengers were understandably angry. Despite their complaints and threats 
of lawsuits, however, the incident fizzled out without any major impact to the 
airline. The passengers’ experience had no lasting impact on the individual airline or 
the  industry  as  a  whole.  Fast  forward  fourteen  years  and  a  similar  case  had  
significantly different outcomes. Passengers who were kept on an aircraft for eight 
hours took to the internet after their ordeal. In response to a short media article, 
one passenger posted a long account of the event online and invited fellow 
passengers to get in touch with her. They did, and soon they had formed an action 
group, prepared an online petition and were in demand in the media. Their 
proposed bill of passengers’ rights made it to Congress and was adopted voluntarily 
by at least one airline.273 Industry change was driven by the emergence of a new 
system thanks to collective action.  

Part of the art of finding leverage within a system is to recognize the right 
time to make an intervention so that the effects will be rapidly felt and have 
immediate positive impact. Being able to feel the state of a system is also crucial to 
identifying leverage points. What is the prevailing atmosphere of our family, our 
workplace or our relationship? What feedback is the system providing us with and 
how are we adjusting our behavior based on that feedback? Noticing and adjusting 
to  simple  things  like  other  people’s  stress  levels  will  help  us  to  adapt  our  own  
inputs into a system for maximum effect. 

 

Crazy Wisdom 
Because  we  know  the  outcome  of  Rosa  Park’s  action  so  well,  it  is  easy  to  

take her story for granted. With the benefits of hindsight we can ascribe purpose 
and intent to her decision to refuse to change seats. But it was only after the event 
that history traced the success of the civil rights movement to one woman’s choice, 
on one bus ride, on one December evening. We pinpoint an isolated action that set 
off a chain reaction culminating in the civil rights movement overturning 
segregation  laws.  Yet,  when  Rosa  Parks  got  on  the  bus  that  day  she  didn’t  know 
what  was  going  to  happen.  When  she  chose  not  to  shift  seats,  she  didn’t  know  
exactly what the consequences would be. She took a chance, but a chance based on 
preparation and action that resisted a negative system and came to exploit a 
leverage point. 
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Every day, we have the potential, the possibility, the prospect of acting and 

changing systems in ways that trigger beneficial, exciting consequences. 
Understanding that helps us to unleash our Systems Intelligence. It gives us the 
motivation to act. It shows us we have the power to change systems that crush 
some of their members and to maintain systems that work well. By recognizing and 
exploiting leverage points, making a stand against negativity, and being prepared to 
contribute positively to the systems around us we can be agents for transformation 
and sustainability. 

Executive coach Robert Hargrove calls the kind of action needed to push 
people out of their comfort zones into new behaviors “crazy wisdom” – the ability 
to be shocking, colorful, dramatic, and wise as one awakens others to new 
possibilities.274 Patagonia’s persuading customers to buy less of its product is crazy 
wisdom. Mahatma Gandhi’s march to the sea to avoid the British salt tax is crazy 
wisdom. Coach Carter’s decision to lock a winning team out of their gymnasium is 
crazy wisdom. Their actions positively contributed towards making better systems 
that nurture the human spirit while investing in a common cause.275 They found 
effective responses to the situations at hand because they considered the system at 
hand and acted intelligently within it. We can do the same. We have far more 
impact than we usually realize on the systems around us and can take responsibility 
for how the systems we experience function. We just need to be attentive to 
situations and our own influence on them so we can respond effectively. 
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Effective Responsiveness: What Can I Do Today? 
 
Challenge the negative 
Be the new monkey. Question the status quo and the assumptions behind 
things.  
Learn to recognize oppressive, ineffective and negative systems. 
 
Take responsibility for being the instigator of change. Don’t apportion 
blame.  
Defy the norms of a system that is corrupt or ineffective.  
 
Reframe issues for others to help them see things in new ways and buy into 
system change.  
 
Prepare and act 
Inspire others with your positive vision of how a system could be. Act as if 
your vision were a reality. Encourage others to follow your lead. 
 
Build shared vision with others. 
Look for collaborators and connectors to help with improving systems. 
 
Try enacting “crazy wisdom” to push people to see things differently. 
Use the transformative power of microbehaviors. 
 
Leverage 
Consider whether your intended actions will deliver the greatest impact for 
the least effort. Will your efforts have a butterfly effect? 
 
Look  for  small  or  large  structural  changes  that  will  improve  a  system.  For  
example, what rule or policy changes might alter people’s behavior? 
 
Ally yourself with connectors within systems. 
 
Use all the tools available, like social media, to find leverage points. 
 
Pat attention to feedback from others as you act. 
 
Aim to look beyond obvious, superficial interventions. Try to see and think 
about life in systems at a deeper level.  
 
Look for ways you can enrich a system by adding new elements or 
introducing new inputs and actions. 
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Wise Action 
 

Experience is not what happens to you; it's what you do with what 
happens to you. ~Aldous Huxley276 

 
 
 
 

For many years, the United States’ National Park Service has tried to figure 
out how to protect the natural resource of the forest under its care. Its high level 
objective is to have forests that are full of healthy trees. Up until the 1960s, the 
service set the goal of eliminating forest fires. The task and its benefits seemed 
straightforward; after all, forest fires are clearly destructive to the health of trees. 
The organization felt preventing forest fires was an ethical and ecologically sound 
strategy to protect the environment in its care. 

But the National Park Service had not fully attuned itself to the ecosystem it 
was designated to protect. It had not yet realized that fires are actually essential to 
the overall health of the forest. Assuming that because fires are hazardous to 
humans they would be similarly undesirable for forests, its members failed to think 
about the larger systems at work.  

In fact, wildfires serve important functions in the forest ecosystem. 277 
Various species of trees and animals have adapted to take advantage of the natural 
occurrence of fires. The clearing of combustible material from the forest floor sets 
off a series of ecological responses by returning nutrients to soils, encouraging 
growth of older fire-resistant trees, and promoting the establishment of seedlings. 

Establishing a zero-tolerance policy for forest fires in an effort to promote 
healthy forests unintentionally causes a number of other problems. Large amounts 
of accumulated debris on the forest floors (thanks to a lack of regular burn offs) 
means that when fires do catch, they burn hotter and more dangerously. Particular 
species of tree rely on fire to crack open their seeds – without the fires, these trees 
do not reproduce. Other trees over-flourish when there is no periodic burning, 
resulting in densely packed foliage, again leading to hotter and harder-to-control 
burns, burns more likely to threaten housing and human life. It has taken trial and 
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error and much research for the National Park Service to understand these aspects 
of the complex forest ecosystem.  

Nowadays there is little disagreement that fire is an essential agent of change 
in forest ecosystems. The current argument is over which type of fires are better – 
natural wildfires or prescribed burns. Some argue that nature should be left to take 
its own course, but the potential for such fires to endanger human life and property 
makes this impractical in many regions. Others prefer controlled burns that allow 
safer management of risk. However, environmentalists have argued that controlled 
burns contribute to a decline in water and air quality, and negatively affect wildlife.  

The issue of climate change has muddied the waters around forest 
management even further. Climate change has meant that fire seasons are now 
longer and more intense, the fires burning bigger and hotter than ever before. 
Those fires – controlled or natural – and their smoke further exacerbate global 
warming, creating a vicious circle of concern to climate activists. In parallel, forest 
conservationists point to fire’s necessity for healthy ecosystems, but also want to 
avoid the response to climate change being deforestation to prevent fires.278 The 
public, confused about what to make of the conflicting relationship between fires, 
forest and climate, worries primarily about human and property safety.  

 
 

There is no easy and obvious solution for what the National Park Service 
should do. 279  People who place different emphasis on different parts of the 
ecosystem favor different approaches. New issues emerge over time. Problems and 
solutions are only revealed as a result of experimentation, adaptation and discovery. 
Furthermore, experts on forests emphasize that successful fire policy requires 
sensitivity to context at the local, regional level.280 A  blanket  policy  will  not  work  
when forest ecosystems are diverse and dynamic, requiring different responses at 
different times. Each local branch of the National Park Service needs to attune to 
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the part of the system it sees at the same time as managing the overall goals of the 
organization. 

The functioning of complex systems – like forests – is difficult to capture 
and can seem overwhelming. So many relationships and ongoing changes have to 
be taken into account it is easy to be paralyzed into non-action. Occasionally, the 
smartest action is not to respond, particularly if our response is likely to add to a 
spiral of unintended and perhaps negative consequences. But, typically, acting with 
systems intelligence means doing something. The challenge is to know what to do, 
to figure out the wise action.  

But what is wise action? Neuroscience equates wisdom with an increased 
capacity “to recognize patterns and anticipate situations, to predict a likely future, 
and to act appropriately” 281  – abilities that were missing from the initial naïve 
embrace of forest fire prevention. We often see the better course of action with the 
benefit of hindsight rather than foresight. Retrospectively, acting wisely can seem 
like  it  should  have  been  easy  and  obvious.  The  challenge  is  for  us  to  make  wise  
choices in the moment, when it is tempting to not think in systems terms, to be 
impatient for results, or to let our emotions get the better of us. We can do that by 
drawing on our ability to be insightful about systems, focused on a distant time 
horizon, and emotionally composed. 

 

Insightful Action in Systems 
You may remember that systems perception and attunement, discussed back 

in chapters one and two, called attention to the systems in our lives. They reminded 
us to sense hidden systems, multiple, overlapping systems and the big picture as 
well as what is right in front of us. Wise action comes from our ability to use what 
we sense about the systems around us to inform the choices we make. Two 
approaches that often lead to insightful action in systems are taking into account 
indirect pathways and embracing adaptability.  

Indirect Pathways 
Eradicating forest fires seemed like a sensible approach to maintaining 

healthy trees, but the wiser action turned out to be to allow natural burn cycles to 
occur. Thanks to the indirect pathways within systems the seemingly obvious 
response is not always the best response. Systems rarely operate in linear ways. We 
can  end  up  spending  too  much  time  looking  for  direct  causal  links  and  easily  
identifiable chain reactions that are simply not there to be found. It can be far more 
effective to step back and focus on the bigger picture, searching for unobvious 
connections and indirect routes. Thinking carefully about how the overall system 
works, increases the chance of acting wisely within it.  

Take the problem of the increasingly unequal distribution of wealth in the 
US.  Much  discussion  around  this  topic  focuses  on  corporate  salaries,  
unemployment and taxes. After all, unequal wealth is about money; or is it? 
Journalist Nicholas Kristof took a different tack when he proposed the expansion 
of early childhood education to reduce the inequality of wealth distribution in the 
US.282 Rather than bickering over increases in taxes and caps on bonuses and the 
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general discourse around the then-headlining Occupy Wall Street movement, 
Kristof argued that the country need to talk about education. He claimed that the 
biggest source of structural inequality is that many young people are never given the 
skills to participate fully in society. Well before they start kindergarten, there are 
significant gaps between children of the rich and children of the poor, and it is a 
gap that widens as they move through the school system. 

Showing a good grasp of the system, Kristof pointed out that funding early 
childhood education was not about developing the students’ academic ability so 
they could earn more money, but more about the indirect payoffs. Many education 
initiatives amongst the underprivileged only result in fleetingly better test results. 
Because the intellectual outcomes are not guaranteed, funding special programs will 
not necessarily lead to the production of high-achieving students who go on to 
become  high-earners.  Instead,  it  is  other  benefits  of  such  programs  that  are  far  
reaching and help to close the income gap. Children involved in intervention 
programs  end  up  less  likely  to  repeat  grades,  in  better  health,  and  more  likely  to  
attend school more often and, consequently, graduate. They may not become high 
paid lawyers or doctors, but they have a far better chance of being steadily 
employed. Tellingly, many countries in northern Europe – countries that don’t have 
the same levels of inequality as the US – have implemented policies to address 
universal access to early childhood education for many years. 

 
 

 
Given that, it is not surprising to find a similar example of the benefits of 

understanding indirect paths in systems – the concept of baby boxes – comes from 
a Nordic country. In Finland, the government gives every expectant mother a box 
of useful and diverse items for motherhood: clothing for baby, nappies, a teething 
toy, consumables like nappy cream, a picture book, and even condoms. The 
tradition began by helping out low-income families in the 1930s, but was extended 
to  all  Finns  regardless  of  income  in  1949  and  continues  today.  The  mother  can  
choose to accept cash instead of the baby box, but ninety five percent opt for the 
box – not just because it is worth more overall but also because it represents a rite 
of passage.283 
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Why does the Finnish government pay for this service? Because they 
recognize the indirect benefits that it brings to the country as a whole. To receive 
the gift, women are required to visit a doctor, ensuring they have medical attention 
during their pregnancy. Besides the tangible benefits of the contents, the baby box 
is a powerful symbol to Finns that says all children are equal and all are valuable. 
It’s a gift that is given freely with the intention that the immediate recipient benefits 
directly and that Finnish society will benefit over the long term. Finland currently 
has one of the lowest infant mortality rates in the world and also reports having 
some of the happiest mothers. The baby box is a great example of a wise action 
within a system. 
 

Prospecting 
Improving early childhood education and helping new mothers are obvious 

cases of wise action in large social systems, but because there are connections and 
pathways within systems, seemingly sensible actions can sometimes have surprising 
consequences. Some are positive. The wrecks of ships sunk in shallow waters, many 
as a result of war, have had the unexpected benefit of promoting the growth of 
coral reefs rich in marine life that are scientifically and recreationally valuable. Some 
are quite counterintuitive. For example, high financial bonuses, instead of 
motivating workers to do their jobs better as you might think can cause employees 
to underperform because of anxiety.284 Some are negative. When environmentalists 
initially encouraged the use of palm oil to decrease pollution caused by the 
consumption of fossil fuels, they did not anticipate that its production would lead 
to even more carbon dioxide to be released into the atmosphere. The felling and 
burning of rainforests to make way for palm oil plantations ended up worsening the 
problem  they  were  trying  to  address.  To  develop  our  ability  to  act  wisely  we  
shouldn’t assume the obvious and intended will happen. Instead, we can remind 
ourselves of the likelihood of unintended consequences and the sometimes-
counterintuitive effects of behavior in systems, and act in ways that take that into 
account. 

That’s not always easy. Much of what happens in systems 
lies  outside  our  field  of  vision.  We  tend  to  forget  that  we  can  
only  see  a  partial  picture  of  the  system.  Just  because  we  don’t  
hear our manager praising us doesn’t mean she doesn’t do it 
when we aren’t around. Or just because we don’t see our 
children acting compassionately in the playground doesn’t mean 
they aren’t. It is not always possible to see all the people in a 
system at the same time and we certainly never see ourselves 
and the intentions we are conveying to others. Because we 
always work with partial information, we don’t always realize 
what happens as a result of our behavior. The consequences of 
our actions might be felt beyond our experience. 

We also struggle to escape the effects of presentism, which 
psychologist Daniel Gilbert defines as “the tendency for current experience to 
influence one’s views of the past and the future.”285 It  can  be  difficult  for  us  to  
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imagine that a system might look different next week, or next year, and that makes 
it hard for us to accurately imagine the consequences of our actions. 

However, our minds have the ability to evaluate many possible futures, and 
revise those evaluations as things happen. In daily life we are constantly imagining 
possible acts and outcomes and evaluating options before deciding what we do. 
(Shall I tell my mother this? If I do, she might do that. If I don’t perhaps such and 
such will happen….) This capacity is called prospecting.286 When we prospect with 
a systems perceptive, we are more likely to act wisely because we have mentally 
simulated outcomes and considered the “what-ifs” of our actions. Prospecting is 
liberating because it reminds us that we actually choose behaviors within systems 
and so influence the future that comes about as a result. 

Our behavior in systems also becomes more intelligent through active 
experimentation rather than passive experience. By being prepared to try new 
things we may find the indirect route. We may well be disappointed occasionally 
but we will also learn. Learning though experimentation is key to adapting to 
change. It means we can constantly revise our expectations and adjust our actions. 
In other words, we can use a feedforward/feedback model, 287  where we first 
imagine, then act, then revise our imaginings based on feedback and so on. The 
more we anticipate the effects of our actions on the future the more intelligently we 
can act within systems.  

We can also enhance our wisdom by being willing to listen to others’ advice. 
One of the typical features of systems is that their dynamics are determined by 
feedback. It is the people who are connected to us who reflect our behavior in 
action. The reactions they have to our behavior create a feedback loop that lets us 
know how we are doing. To understand the implications of our actions for others, 
it  is  helpful  to  ask  them directly  how they  feel.  Remember,  our  own  view  of  the  
system, not to mention our own view of ourselves, is one-sided. We only see the 
system and ourselves from our limited point of view. Others will see the system and 
us differently and may provide telling insights into how we come across and ways 
we can improve our participation in the systems we are acting in. Accepting 
feedback magnanimously shows a willingness to be flexible and adaptable in our 
way of thinking about and interacting with the world.  
 

Adaptation 
It is tempting to think of systems intelligence as simply figuring out the 

system, providing an input or intervention and then achieving the desired outcome. 
In many ways, that’s what we do on a daily basis. A kiss on our daughter’s head gets 
us a smile; a birthday dinner at a special restaurant pleases our partner. Except, we, 
others, and the system are always evolving. Social systems are not fixed entities. 
Companies, sports teams, activist groups and community organizations come and 
go, emerging from the connections between people and dissipating when those 
connections are broken. They may be long-lasting or temporary. They also fluctuate 
over the course of their lifetime, ebbing and flowing according to the dynamic 
connections that emerge within them. 
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Consequently, we need to adjust all the time. We need to perceive and attune 
to the system as it is now, today, not to what it was last year, or last week or even 
yesterday. What works now won’t always work. That kiss that our daughter looks 
forward to now may soon annoy her, and our partner may come to resent our lack 
of creativity in birthday plans. We often unthinkingly act in ways that suit the 
systems we expect to be present, working on automatic pilot and use the same 
strategies over and over again. These strategies likely were effective for us in the 
past, and may be effective for us in the future, but because they become so 
ingrained they prevent us from seeing alternative possibilities.288  

Sticking unquestioningly to what we usually do and are comfortable with 
doesn’t work effectively when conditions fluctuate constantly and challenges extend 
over long time horizons. To adapt, we need to question our old ways of thinking 
and operating within systems, especially when they are not working well. Because 
new contexts, new systems, are always emerging, we benefit from altering our 
thoughts and behavior to match the environment we find ourselves in. Adaptability 
is about learning in small steps, through error, self-monitoring and being willing to 
change course as things emerge.289 Understanding that is what leads to wise action 

in systems.  
Unfortunately, we tend not to 

celebrate the characteristics of adaptability 
and flexibility, particularly in leaders. 
Instead, now and historically, we favor those 
who act confidently, without hesitation or 
re-evaluation of their decisions. Confident 
certainty attracts the positive attention of 
media, business leaders, and politicians. 290 
Those who hedge their bets are far less 
popular. We tend to make heroes out of 
those who attack problems directly and 
reactively rather than those who use indirect 

methods and long-term thinking, partly because the results of these take time to 
manifest 

Yet, if we understand systems, we understand that our knowledge about the 
dynamics of them is imperfect and emerges as we do things, not before. Franklin 
D. Roosevelt is one leader who openly acknowledged this. Roosevelt described his 
management of the difficulties he faced during his presidency, including the Great 
Depression, as “bold, persistent experimentation.” He constantly changed and 
adapted his approach, favoring trying things and admitting failure and trying 
something else if they didn’t work out. Roosevelt understood his authority was 
limited by the complexity of the environment, the unpredictable reactions of 
others, and the open-ended nature of the problems the country faced. 291 
Understanding that complex, unfolding and unpredictable problems require 
incremental, adaptive, creative solutions is part of wise action. 
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Carrying Skills Between Systems 
Adaptability is also crucial to wise action because of the presence of multiple 

systems in our life. We all engage with numerous systems, often simultaneously. We 
are members of our family, we join sports teams, we volunteer in community 
organizations, we go to work. Unsurprisingly, we tune in better to the systems we 
are most comfortable with. We may detect the subtlest of mood changes in our 
spouse, for example, but be oblivious to how our manager is feeling. We may 
understand the dynamics of our own small workgroup in the office, but not pay 
much attention to how another team in our organization gets along. It is easier to 
act wisely in the systems we know well and are most attuned to. 

Even though we have tremendous intelligence in the particular systems 
within which we are immersed regularly, we may struggle to adapt to other 
contexts. Our assertive decision making, for example, may be useful in our role as 
an emergency worker but not so effective in a new romantic relationship. Yet, we 

can fall into the trap of assuming 
that all systems’ contexts are like 
the particular contexts that we are 
most familiar with. Consequently, if 
being outgoing and talkative has 
worked well for us in one setting, 
we might assume that others will 
always respond well to those 
attributes in us, and push that style 
even when it doesn’t really work.  

They key is to approach life 
in systems with particular higher-

level orientations – such as positive engagement or spirited discovery – but to be 
able to draw on specific skills that are appropriate and adapted to the context. Wise 
action in systems is action that is appropriate to the situation. It is systems 
intelligent to see the need to adapt our strategies to the system at hand: what works 
in one context is not always appropriate for another. When we draw on this ability 
to adjust we can be startlingly more effective within different systems; we can be 
better at being better. 

How do we achieve this kind of multi systems capability or unconscious 
adaptability? One way is to be more attuned to the systems around us before we 
react. Awareness about when a system changes and when multiple systems are 
present can help us make wiser choices. We have all had moments, sometimes quite 
disconcerting, when we have been conscious of multiple systems. Perhaps when 
you were a little child you bumped into your teacher in the supermarket. If so, you 
probably experienced the feelings of astonishment and strangeness that most of us 
have in that situation. What is my teacher doing here? What do I say? How will she treat me? 
These are all reactions to a change in systemic context. In the classroom setting, the 
child knows how to behave, and how their teacher will behave, but he or she is 
often disconcerted by the transportation of the teacher to a new context. 
Instinctively, they know the rules of interaction will change – that’s their natural 
systems intelligence at work – but they are not sure just how things will go. 
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As adults we are far more adroit at dealing with transpositions of context. 
We have a well of socialized behaviors we draw from to balance our momentary 
loss of equilibrium. So when an old school classmate appears at a workplace 
meeting twenty years after we last saw them, or we bump into our neighbor during 
an overseas holiday, or we run into our mother while we are out with a new date, 
we cope. We manage to smile and chat as we attune to the unanticipated contact 
between two worlds. Generally, we don’t consciously think about the multiple 
systems we encounter – we just deal with life intuitively, coping pretty well with the 
demands living in multiple systems places on us. At times, though, it is important to 
consciously balance the demands of different systems so that we can choose the 
best actions.  

 

Patiently Persist 
The slave trade was a lucrative one for eighteenth century Britain. By 1783, 

the slave trade route represented approximately eighty percent of Britain’s foreign 
income. Goods were taken to Africa and exchanged for slaves, who were 
transported to the West Indies, where the empty ships were filled with plantation 
products to be taken back to Britain. While it benefited the economic system of 
Britain,  however,  it  disturbed  the  social  system.  Not  everyone  in  Britain  was  
morally and ethically comfortable with making money out of human misery. 

Some were willing to stand up against slavery. The Society for Effecting the 
Abolition of the Slave Trade had its first meeting in 1787 and William Wilberforce, 
politician and philanthropist, became leader of the movement.292 The abolitionists 
expected a long and dirty fight as moral principles clashed against the might of 
money. When in 1789 Wilberforce made his first speech to the House of 
Commons on abolition, he didn’t argue that slavery itself should be declared illegal. 
Instead, he focused on making the trade of  slaves  illegal.  There  was  no  way  the  
wealthy landowners, many of whom were politicians, would agree to ending slavery. 
If trading slaves were illegal, however, it provided the landowners the possibility of 
relying on the reproduction of existing slaves to maintain their workforces.  

Of course, for the abolitionists the long-term goal was to eradicate slavery 
altogether. They hoped that by ending the legality of trading in human flesh slavery 
would eventually fade away and the conditions for existing slaves would improve. 
In other words, the abolitionists used a systems intelligent approach. They 
understood how the slave system worked, how it overlapped with the economic 
system in Britain and how wealthy landowners would react to their attempts to 
change  it.  They  saw  the  potential  of  an  oblique,  indirect  attack  on  slavery.  And  
instead of emotionally protesting they coolly plotted a path through the legal system 
of the day to instigate the change they were seeking. 

It was to be a long battle. The unstable political climate fuelled by the French 
Revolution meant public support for the cause waxed and waned. Wilberforce and 
his supporters did not give up. Despite repeated defeats of their parliamentary bills 
they continued fight for abolition, remaining patient and persistent.  

They eventually adjusted to the repeated defeats by making a clever change 
in tactics. Rather than directly campaign for the abolition of the slave trade, they 
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looked for another angle of attack. The movement worked quietly on developing a 
bill that banned British subjects from aiding or participating in the slave trade 
where slaves were being supplied to countries that Britain was at war with. Many 
British ships were flying under the American flag and trading with foreign colonies 
so this bill effectively curbed their activities. In public, Wilberforce and the pro-
abolitionists feigned disinterest in a bill that appeared to be about maritime law. 
Because they didn’t draw attention to its effects, the Foreign Slave Trade Bill was 
quickly passed in 1806. As a result, the slave trade was suddenly reduced by two 
thirds,  and  a  year  later  it  became  illegal  for  British  ships  to  transport  enslaved  
people.293 

 

Appreciate Time and Anticipate Delays 
William Wilberforce’s campaign to outlaw the highly profitable slave trade 

took more than twenty years before its eventual success in 1807. It was to be 
another twenty-six years before slavery itself was made illegal. The abolitionists’ 
prolonged fight to end the slave trade illustrates a key dimension of wise action – 
the willingness to have a long-term time horizon. Much of contemporary life is 
about instant gratification. Yet the dynamics of systems means that the effects of 
actions may not be perceived until some time has passed. It is systems intelligent to 
be steered by long-term objectives and to be willing to delay gratification for our 
efforts. Being persistent and patient is about letting things accumulate – over time 
we, and the system, can learn and improve.  

Been kind to your neighbors over the years? You are likely to find they 
reciprocate when you need support. Ignored them? That might leave you isolated 
when in your time of need. Feedback is not always immediate. The longer the time 
lag between an action and its consequence, the harder it can be to figure out the 
system.294 Actions taken in systems have both short and long term effects. We need 
to realize that the consequences of our actions may be delayed, and that what we 
are dealing with now may well be the aftermath of actions long ago. If we are to act 
systems intelligently we must spend time watching both the short and the long-term 
horizons.295 

Interestingly, experiments show young children who understand that actions 
taken now can affect the future are more likely to go on to succeed in life by both 
academic and economics measures. In tests for self-control, researchers leave a 
child in a room with a tempting treat. They are told when the researcher leaves the 
room they can either eat it straight away or wait until the interviewer returns and 
receive an additional treat. Those who opt to wait, studies have found, go on to 
lead more successful lives than those who opt for immediate gratification.296 These 
kids  have figured out  that  rewards can be delayed in  time,  and so they are  patient  
and willing to wait for that reward.  

Reminding ourselves that the effects of what we do today may not reveal 
themselves until well into the future is a relatively simple step towards wise action. 
It’s  a  phenomenon  we  experience  in  many  areas  of  life.  Studying  hard  at  high  
school and college will provide significant benefits long after that study is finished. 
Living a healthy lifestyle might not bring immediate rewards but will advantage us 
as we age. Developing good savings habits in early adulthood may help us when we 
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are starting a family or elderly. Being willing to wait for results is a skill we can 
cultivate.  

 

Persist 
Achieving good results over time requires perseverance as well as patience. A 

strategy that can help us to nurture persistence is to aim for small, successive wins. 
That is, instead of trying to achieve our end goal through a single step, we can 
scatter our efforts within a system. Changing from a couch potato to a marathon 
runner, for example, can only be achieved if we make small gains. We don’t turn 
our body into an efficient running machine with one action. Nor do we typically 
just  run a  little  bit  further  each day until  we reach marathon distance.  Instead,  we 
change our diet a bit, do some more exercise, watch less TV, buy some exercise 
gear. We pepper our lives with gradual changes to try to build lifestyle patterns that 
will eventually allow us to run twenty-six miles. 

The principle applies equally well to large social systems as it does to unfit 
bodies. Imagine your child’s school is going through tough financial times. As a 
parent, the overall decline of a school’s funding seems like an insurmountable 
problem for you to solve. But if you do whatever you can and persevere with that 
approach, you might find you can have an impact. You could offer to help in the 
classroom, for example, and maybe this might assist an overworked teacher. You 
might organize a party for the staff, to show that you and the other parents 
appreciate the work they do in tough times. That might make the teachers feel 
supported and so renew their energy in the classroom. You might enlist the 
community’s help in providing a service, like gardening, that could save the school 
some money. In other words, you could find small achievable tasks that would both 
help the system in some way and perhaps inspire others to do the same. If a pattern 
of such small wins emerges, you can almost guarantee the atmosphere in the school 
will change.  

 
 

When problems are perceived as too large to fix people may be deterred 
from innovation. For such problems it is better to achieve a “concrete, complete, 
implemented outcome of moderate importance” than focus on changing the whole 
system at once.297 One small win may seem insignificant, but many together build 
into a pattern of effective action, even if they seem to be unrelated, thanks to the 
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indirect loops and connections within social systems. The possibility that an effort 
to improve the system will have massive consequences makes it important to 
persist with positive actions even if we can’t immediately see the rewarding, 
cumulative impact of them. 

Persistence is also enhanced by the willingness to steadfastly pursue a course 
of action. J. K. Rowling, author of the Harry Potter books, wrote the first book as a 
struggling single mother on welfare and famously was rejected by twelve publishers 
before Bloomsbury finally gave her a contract. The  first  time  Sigmund  Freud  
presented  his  ideas  to  his  fellow  scientists,  he  was  booed  from  the  stage.  Walt  
Disney was fired for a lack of imagination, and at Sidney Poitier’s first audition the 
casting director told him to stop wasting people’s time. Perhaps the best basketball 
player to date, Michael Jordan, was told he did not have enough talent to succeed in 
the game.298 All of these people, despite receiving negative feedback, went on to 
amazing success. They persevered, understanding that creating success is a process 
that evolves over time. 

When we are trying to improve large social systems, rather than pursue 
individual success, we can often feel like we are chipping away at an iceberg with 
the proverbial toothpick. With doggedness, however, we may find allies in the 
system who will join us. That’s what Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks did. It’s 
what Emily Pankhurst did. It’s what Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu did. The 
civil rights movement in the US, the struggle for women to gain the right to vote, 
the end of apartheid in South Africa – all of these positive changes in big social 
systems came about because of persistent action by collectives of people.  

They were also accompanied by unrest and upheaval. Naturally, as with the 
abolitionists, when we try to change pre-existing and firmly established patterns we 
often meet resistance. Persistence and patience can help us to overcome that 
resistance, but we also need to be mindful that human systems are by their nature 
social entities. It is important that our idea for what a system should become is 
flexible because we alone are not the system. Change must be negotiated with all 
the members as others will be affected by our efforts. Wise action is not about 
controlling the change process, but about instigating it and assisting in it.  

 

Managing Emotions 
Forest fires are an emotive topic. Scientists and administrators argue 

passionately over how to deal with them. Opposing groups demonize and blame 
one another as they try to have their preferred solution accepted by the general 
public and into law. In the face of several large, costly fires, the debate over forest 
management in the US has become increasingly adversarial over the last few 
years. 299  The arguments are played out in policy rooms of government and, 
increasingly, the courts. And when we turn on our televisions during fire season we 
are reminded of the very real consequences of these debates. People lose their 
homes. Firefighters lose their lives. 

When the policy makers for the Forest Service, government representatives 
and environmental activists are arguing their respective positions on fire 
management they likely forget the bond that unites them. In their own way, each 
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group is trying to make the world a better place. But it is all too easy to lose sight of 
the common goals we share when we are passionately advocating a particular 
means to achieve that goal. We are so overcome by our own emotional connection 
to a particular perspective that we do not attend to the emotions of others.  

Yet, it is our empathic connection – our capacity to empathize, to recognize 
and  feel  someone  else’s  pain  or  joy  –  that  provides  the  glue  that  keeps  people  
working together.300 The concept of emotional intelligence (EI) has significantly 
contributed to our understanding of humanity in terms of empathetic 
connection.301 To be high in EI we need several skills. First, we need to be aware of 
our emotions. Second, we need to manage the emotions we experience – keeping 
our emotions in check is a crucial aspect of our well-being as excessive emotions 
undermine our stability. Next, we can use emotions to motivate ourselves. Finally, 
we can recognize emotions in others and handle relationships well.302 While we 
cannot avoid feelings emerging, we can learn to deal with them rather than being 
overwhelmed by them. When we live more intelligently with our emotions, they 
help rather than hinder us in life.  

Systems intelligence adds another layer of abilities to EI because it involves 
us understanding our emotional lives as connected to the structures within which 
they occur. Systems generate emotions in us. Steven Pinker, in The Better Angels of 
our Nature, argues social systems play a role in fostering empathy. The 
interconnectivity of the modern world and strong, democratic governments, he 
claims, have contributed to exposing us to and making us more empathetic with 
different  cultures  and  a  wider  variety  of  people.  This  in  turn  has  reduced  human  
violence over recent history. Jeremy Rifkin, in The Empathic Civilization, similarly 
makes a compelling case for human evolution pushing us to become more 
empathetic and emotionally connected to ensure the survival of our species and our 
habitat. 

But systems not only generate emotions in us, we also generate emotions in 
systems.  We  do  not  live  alone.  Our  emotions  come  about  because  of  our  
experiences in the world and our experiences in the world inevitably occur in 
systems.  It  is  not  enough  for  us  to  simply  focus  on  our  own  emotional  states  or  
two-person psychology. We can do much better if we understand our emotions in 
context. If we attune to ourselves, others and the systems we share, then we can 
start acting wisely in human relationships and organizations. Managing emotions is 
effectively a full-time job as everyone is always feeling something. The key is to 
harness the emotions we are feeling and use them to enhance our experiences of 
systems. 

Abraham Lincoln’s wise actions after he won the US presidency demonstrate 
the powerful effect managing emotions well can have in systems. Anticipating the 
animosity and polarization that would fester if he excluded those who disagreed 
with him from political power, Lincoln famously invited his main rivals into his 
cabinet.303  Lincoln acted unexpectedly to create a more effective system. He is 
remembered for his extraordinary ability to befriend those who opposed him, 
smooth potential conflicts, share credit for success and accept responsibility for 
failure,  and  learn  from  his  mistakes.  In  other  words,  he  acted  with  the  
understanding that the best strategy for going forward in a divisive system (politics) 
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was to foster empathetic relationships, to manage people’s emotions, and to focus 
on what was best for the future while doing so. 

 

Coping with Challenging Emotions in Systems 
Life in systems is not always easy. Things don’t always go our way. 

Sometimes we are in a grumpy mood; sometimes we lose our temper; sometimes it 
feels as if the system is working against us. Negativity is part of the dynamism of 
life. Being systems intelligent is not about eliminating negative emotions, but about 
not allowing those emotions to interfere with our judgment. Basically, it means that 
if we have negative experiences we don’t fall apart. We keep our cool. We can deal 
with them, perhaps even use them to our advantage. Even during negative 
experiences, we can look for ways to use the systemic setting effectively to bring 
about constructive changes. 

 

 
 
Managing emotions is particularly crucial because change in systems is rarely 

a smooth process. Energy and tension are dimensions of life, especially if we are 
working at improving systems. It is possible to harness negative emotions that we 
experience so that they work for us, not against us. Feeling anger towards our boss 
because she has just refused our request for time off may be appropriate for a short 
time. If our immediate feelings turn to thoughts of revenge or become prolonged 
outrage, however, then our anger has become inappropriate.304 A systems intelligent 
response would be to move from anger towards our employer’s decision to some 
systems-sensitive perspective taking.  

 
•What information about the workplace might our boss be privy to that we 
are not?  
•What pressures might there be on her?  
•Could someone else have asked for time off at the same time?  

 
Attempting to put what has angered us in context within the wider system 

helps to channel the negative emotion to a more neutral focus and keep it under 
control. 

What works for anger can also work for other challenging emotions like 
worry and sadness. People find it very hard to shake negative moods because they 
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often lack the skills for changing their thought processes. Many psychologists 
recommend that people attempting to overcome being mired in negativity draw on 
the skills of attunement and mindfulness discussed earlier. The first step in treating 
a tendency to worry, for example, is to teach a person self-awareness so they 
recognise, and can interrupt, the patterns that signal a spiral into anxiety. This is 
coupled with relaxation techniques designed to slow the body’s involuntary physical 
response to worry. Finally, people are encouraged to be mindful of their thought 
patterns so they can be critical of the assumptions their brains rush to make.305 In 
effect, psychologists prompt their clients to treat their bodies and minds as an 
integrated system.  

 

 
 
The same techniques that help our body as a system also work in social 

systems. Most of us regularly underestimate the influence of systems on our 
individual thoughts, feelings and actions and on the thoughts, feelings and actions 
of those we interact with. We tend to see individuals as discrete beings, in charge of 
manufacturing their own behavior. Yet, the effect of living in systems on our 
emotions is pretty obvious when we think about it. Imagine you are trying to write 
an email on your computer and the screen keeps freezing on you. You get angry. In 
the comfort of your own home, you might react with a few choice expletives or 
even fling something across the room in frustration. But what if the same thing 
happens at work? Chances are at work you will manage your anger differently. 
You’ll be mindful of who is around, the expectations of your workplace, how you 
want people to perceive you, and you will adjust your response accordingly. If not, 
you’ll likely suffer some consequences. Managing emotions is a systems 
phenomenon that we handle every day. Once we are aware of that, we can work to 
do it even better, especially in the face of difficulties. 

We can, for instance, achieve a change in our emotions by changing the 
nature of the system. To take a macro example, Finland has emerged as a leader in 
global mediation. Part of the country’s success in mediating thorny international 
disputes lays in its recognition of how systems and emotions impact one another. A 
remote, relatively sparsely populated country blessed with an abundance of 
beautiful lakes and forests, Finland offers disputing parties a system-altering 



Being Better Better – Living with Systems Intelligence 

 192 

location for talks. Groups and individuals in conflict can be removed from the 
tensions of their own environments to a neutral, natural and private space, far away 
from the prying eyes of the media and interested stakeholders. Something as simple 
as changing the setting in which the disputing parties meet can have a profound 
effect on the dynamics of their interaction. 306  That’s because they have no 
established patterns of interaction for this new setting; the change in context helps 
to shake up their existing destructive patterns and allow something new to emerge.  
On the micro level, choosing to discuss a contentious issue with our spouse in the 
city gardens may have a similar effect. 

Emotions, both negative and positive, are 
contagious so it is not uncommon for them to spread 
through systems. A family or workplace or sports 
team, for example, might develop a shared sense of 
anxiety, or disappointment, or fear. A systems 
intelligent intervention under these circumstances is to 
invite the group together to reflect on their emotions, 
to attune to the feeling of the system. Once people 
realise they are feeding off one another’s emotions and 
creating spiral of negativity that makes the whole 
system negative they are better equipped to change the dynamics. They can work 
collectively to create a more positive atmosphere, particularly if there is systems 
intelligent leadership from within the group.  

Consequently, wise action also involves supporting others and their 
emotional experiences in the system through our actions and interactions. We 
might ask ourselves 

 
•In what way can I help? 
•How can I encourage this person? 
•How can I validate them and their skills? 
•How can I change the system to bring about positive outcomes for them? 
•What insights about the system can I offer? 
•What connections can I make that would help them?307 

 
When we translate these reflective questions into actions we embrace the 

possibility of uplifting the system by fostering constructive relationships and 
cultivating positive emotions. When Nelson Mandela befriended his prison guards 
and treated them with dignity and respect to model a new way for blacks and 
whites to interact in South Africa, for example, he attended to the emotions of the 
people in the system. Dan Savage did the same when he started the It Gets Better 
project, as did Coach Carter, Desmond Tutu and the activists who supported Rosa 
Parks. 

 

Acting Wisely 
Systems idiocy is all around us. People act reactively without insight or 

reflection. They want immediate results. They give up too soon. They are overcome 
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by emotions. The consequences of unwise behavior in systems may be as globally 
devastating as an armed conflict or as personally painful as a failed relationship. 
Whether on a large or small scale, systems idiocy does not benefit ourselves, others 
or the systems we share. We would do much better to focus on acting wisely. 

When we consciously adopt a systems view of the world we acknowledge 
that many aspects of life are difficult to understand. We move beyond seeing 
everything as being about individuals who can control and command the social, 
ecological and physical environment and come to understand that the outcome of 
our actions depends not just on what we do, but on how others interpret what we 
do and the context in which we do things. Part of being systems intelligent is acting 
as if we can make happen whatever it is we want to make happen, knowing that we 
cannot and yet being willing to work with whatever does happen.308 

Furthermore, if we understand systems, we understand that our knowledge 
about the connections we have with others is imperfect and emerges as we do 
things, not before. There are always more options available to us than we think. 
With wisdom, we will choose appropriate actions, even if we have to patiently 
persist, manage our emotions and adapt along the way – as William Wilberforce 
and the abolitionists did many years ago. 

Wise action, then, calls for us to be thoughtful in our engagement with 
systems. It is important to be aware that our well-intended actions may have what 
at first seem negative outcomes, only to become and remain positive over time. It is 
important  to  understand  that  small,  repeated  efforts  can  yield  results.  It  is  

important to know that good things take time. Wisdom might be associated with 
age, but we do better on measures of wisdom the more attentive we are to things 
outside of ourselves – that is, the more oriented we are to the systems around us. 
We can’t  accelerate  our  rate  of  maturity,  but  we can learn to be attuned to what’s  
going on in and around us and how we react to it.  
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Wise Action: What Can I Do Today? 
 
Adapt 
 
Remind yourself that social systems are always dynamic. Make decisions and 
take actions that reflect this understanding. 
 
Experiment with your actions until you find what works. Take the time to 
reflect on the consequences of your behavior. 
 
Anticipate that there will be unintended consequences to what you do. 
 
Prospect. Imagine alternative futures and choose your actions wisely based 
on what might happen. 
 
Listen to advice from others. 
 
When interacting with a group of people, make an effort to see the multiple 
systems in the room and adapt your inputs to suit the situation. 
 
Patiently Persist 
 
Don’t be put off by perceived failure – try a new approach or allow more 
time for changes to emerge. 
 
When thinking of a system you’d like to change, try also to think of the parts 
of the system that are outside your field of vision. 
 
Make an effort not to expect instant gratification. Be prepared to wait for 
results. 
 
Look for small victories. Make changes where you can throughout the 
system. 
 
Negotiate change. 
 
Consider when might be a good time to intervene and over what time frame 
it is realistic to see the results of your actions. 
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Manage emotions 
 
Be mindful of your emotions. 
 
Adapt your reactions appropriately to the environment at hand. 
 
Learn to feel comfortable with tension. Understand it is part of change. 
 
Attune to the emotions of others. 
 
Support others as they try to manage their own emotions. 
 
Remember to be alert to the emotional systems that underlie the more 
obvious connections between people. Triggering a more positive emotion 
might bring about change in the visible system. 
 
If the system repeatedly generates negative emotions, look for ways to 
change the system. 
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Positive Attitude 
 

“Feel. Imagine. Do. Share.” ~ Design for Change309 
 
 
 

 
When Kiran Bir Sethi’s young son came home from school one day with a 

red line drawn through his homework, Sethi was annoyed. The boy’s teacher had 
used red ink to let the child know that his essay did not conform to what was 
expected of him. But her son didn’t understand what was wrong with his essay and 
the teacher had not bothered to explain to him. Crossing our his efforts with red 
pen seemed to Sethi a method likely to crush her son’s spirit rather than inspire 
him. She felt the incident was symptomatic of India’s educational approach. Instead 
of teaching children to conform to preexisting structures, to fear making a wrong 
decision and to feel helpless in the education system Sethi thought school should 
be a place that gives children confidence in their competence. And so she founded 
Riverside School.310  

With a curriculum designed to empower children to be active in shaping 
their own lives, Riverside’s philosophy is built around two words: “I can.” Sethi 
eloquently explains how she arrived at this approach. 

 
“Look at a child from birth to two years old; they go from crawling to 
standing in those two years. The kid does not 
believe that this is an impossible feat; he or she just 
does it. In those two years, a parent gives them 
constant motivation, ‘Come! Come! You can! You 
can!’ The moment a child starts talking and moving, 
a parent starts saying to them, ‘Don’t go! Stop! Sit 
down! Keep quiet! It is ridiculous!”311  

 
Adults, she believes, unwittingly end up stifling the 

natural curiosity, creativity and confidence that children 
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have. And, in the process, they also curb a child’s natural System Intelligence.  
There is an alternative. Humans are social animals and our attitudes and 

emotions are both systemic and contagious. We “infect” people with them. For 
Sethi, it is clear that if teachers are bored, listless and uninspired then the children 
in  their  care  will  mirror  these  traits.  In  contrast,  if  a  teacher  is  passionate  and  

energized then the child is likely to catch the same 
attitude. The infectiousness of the positive “I can” 
outlook can be exploited to encourage children to not 
accept  the  world  at  face  value  but  set  out  to  change  the  
aspects they don’t like.  

Riverside School is located in Ahmedabad, India, 
but  Sethi’s  ideas  have  radiated  much  farther  since  its  
beginnings in 2001. In 2009, she conceptualized and 
promoted India’s largest design contest for schools. The 
competition had more than one hundred thousand 
students working to address some of India’s most 

challenging difficulties. Since then, the Design for Change contest has gone global. 
It’s focus on child-driven solutions has led to Taiwanese children designing 
umbrella holders for their mothers’ shopping carts, Swedish children turning an 
untidy clump of cables into something beautiful, and Mexican children building a 
civic square. 312  Design for Change is about infecting children and their 
communities with optimism and positivity and the belief they can make a 
difference. 

Positivity is powerful. Consider the difference a compliment makes to us – 
we  stand  taller,  smile,  do  things  differently.  It  visibly  lifts  us.  Even  tiny  changes  
such as in how someone says our name or how people greet us can create uplift. 
Positivity sets the overall tone for our life in systems. If the other dimensions of 
systems intelligence have been like the ingredients for a recipe, positivity can be 
considered the cooking process that binds those 
ingredients together and transforms them into a dish.  

One of the most obvious systems that our 
attitude has an impact on is our own body. The 
placebo effect provides one of the earliest and most 
well-documented demonstrations of how mental 
outlook is connected with wellbeing. Up to two 
thirds of patients given sugar pills instead of real 
medication will show marked physiological and 
emotional improvement simply because they believe 
they are being administered an effective treatment.313 
Since the first experiments on the placebo effect in 
the 1950s, the connection between wellbeing and 
belief has been consistently explored, as has the 
effect of positivity on our health. We now know that 
positive emotions do things like help reduce the 
stress on our cardiovascular systems and contribute 
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to longevity.314 The power of positive thinking can even help our bodies to heal 
following surgery.315 

A positive attitude benefits aspects of not only physical health, but also 
psychological performance. What researchers call dispositional optimism – our 
expectation that good things will happen – generates everything from fewer feelings 
of loneliness to greater tolerance for pain.316 Positivity,  it  turns  out,  is  also  a  key  
component of creativity. Both sustained happiness and fleeting moments of delight 
help us do better at solving insight puzzles, for example. In addition, when we are 
in a good mood we are generally more relaxed, and when we are relaxed our brain 
also relaxes and so becomes open to making connections that we can’t make when 
we  are  concentrating.  That’s  why  so  many  of  us  have  our  brilliant  ideas  in  the  
shower,  when  we  are  just  waking  up  in  the  morning  or  when  we  are  
daydreaming.317 The  power  of  a  positive  mood  is  that  it  allows  us  to  get  a  better  
sense of how things hang together – something that is crucial for seeing, feeling and 
acting in the systems around us.  

Given that a positive attitude brings physical and psychological benefits, 
knowing how to be more positive becomes essential for living with systems 
intelligence. Few would disagree with the idea that being in a good mood is better 
than being in a bad mood. Yet, many of us tend to think we have little control over 
how we  feel.  We  are  steeped  in  the  idea  that  optimism and  pessimism are  largely  
unchangeable personality traits. We assume that even our fleeting moods are 
dictated by circumstances beyond our control, be they situations in life, other 
people, or the genes our parents gave us. The good news is that while some aspects 
of outlook are inherent, we can also balance our natural temperament with learned 
experience. We can deliberately cultivate a positive attitude. 

 

Positive Psychology 
All of the scientific proof that points to the benefits of having a positive 

attitude is changing the focus of research activity in fields that study human social 
systems. Relatively young research movements are advocating an uplifting approach 
to understanding lived experience. Appreciative inquiry, a method of organizational 
development, for example, does this by looking at what is going right in 
organizations instead of focusing on fixing problems. Researchers look to find what 
is working well in organizational systems and then build on that by collaborating 
with the members of the systems being studied.318 Similarly, whereas traditional 
systems thinking applied to organizations has typically been about describing and 
controlling, today researchers are becoming interested in imagining and working 
towards positive futures.319  

The same shift is occurring in psychology. Increasingly, academics are 
shifting focus from cure to prevention, illness to wellness, and problem solving to 
creative innovation. Psychologists have traditionally been interested in abnormal 
behavior, correcting deviations, and identifying problems. Nowadays, more and 
more contemporary psychologists are interested in positive psychology, which 
focuses on learning how to develop the resources to enhance our lives rather than 
on what creates problems. The positive psychology movement questions and 
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challenges psychology’s traditional emphasis on studying human problems, 
including personality disorders, antisocial behavior and mental illness – all the 
negative aspects of our minds. Instead, its proponents argue, society would be 
better served if researchers could understand more about positive emotions, 
happiness, and mental wellbeing. 

 

Being Positive 
Amongst other things, positive psychology has challenged our old views 

about optimism, pessimism and happiness. The pessimist and the optimist are two 
archetypes that we are all familiar with, and that culturally we tend to make fun of. 
We mock optimists for seeing the world as they wish it were rather than how it 
really is. We mock pessimists for always expecting the worst. Yet most of us would 
prefer the company of the optimist over the pessimist. That’s because a positive 
outlook does not just affect the individual who has that outlook, it also affects the 
people around them and the systems they engage with.  

Historically, psychology has treated pessimism and 
optimism as fixed character traits with people placed 
somewhere on the continuum between one or the other. 
However,  it  turns  out  we  are  all  capable  of  being  positive.  
Researchers are finding that rather than being a fixed 
personality trait, we can learn to adopt the mindset we 
need.320 Strategic optimism, not to be confused with over 
confidence, may better equip us to deal with life, to trust 
that things will work out and not be brought down by 
problems.  

The differences between being negative and positive 
are particularly evident when it comes to dealing with 
setbacks. The person with a negative attitude is inclined to 
think that the situations that frustrate them are permanent, 
pervasive and personal.321 When habitual pessimists are not 
offered a position after a job interview they tend to think 
that they will never pass the interview stage, that nobody 
will  ever  offer  them  a  job,  and  that  there  is  clearly  
something deficient about them. In contrast, a person with 
a positive attitude sees a negative situation as a temporary problem, particular to the 
situation, and likely a result of circumstances or other people. Their response to the 
lack of a job offer is more likely to be that they think that they will have better luck 
next time, they probably weren’t the right fit for that particular organization, or that 
maybe the winning candidate was exceptional.  

Unsurprisingly, research shows that persistent pessimists underachieve 
compared to optimists of similar talents, and are more likely to become depressed, 
have worse physical health and more troubled personal relationships than 
optimists.322 Positive people are more likely to be successful in everything from 
sports to health to business. When insurer Metropolitan Life tested job applicants 
for optimism, for example, they found that those who scored highest on the scale 
outsold others in their first year by twenty-seven percent.323 Other businesses have 
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experienced similar results and now make optimism-training part of staff 
development.324  

Positivity is multi-faceted. While we tend to 
equate it with extroverted qualities like joy, laughter, 
verve, it can also be quieter, manifesting as curiosity, 
anticipation, and contentment. In some ways its 
opposites are sensory deprivation, numbness, 
deadening, boredom, apathy, and disengagement 
rather than negativity. Positivity can either be non-
active in the sense of mindfulness, presentism, and 
harmony with the here and now or it can be active 
engagement. Either way it is characterized by a 
sense of hope and uplift. 

Hope, or the trust that things will work out in 
the  end,  is  crucial  to  our  wellbeing.  Harvard  
economist Esther Duflo, for example, has revealed 
that hope plays an important role in alleviating 
poverty. An absence of hope it seems, keeps people 
focused on merely surviving. Without hope, the 

poor do not have the mindset to work on aspirations and dreams because they are 
focused on how to get through each day. Even small amounts of support, just 
enough to create some anticipation that things could change, leads to thriving.325 
People change to a future orientation and act differently because they have 
something to motivate them. But we can help others on a much more personal 
scale, too, by cultivating optimism in them. We can remind our spouse of their past 
accomplishments, we can involve our children in activities that induce flow, and we 
can acknowledge trustworthy behavior amongst our colleagues. 

Being positive is obviously more beneficial than being negative for life in 
systems. Systems are active and dynamic and with an optimistic attitude we can use 
those features to create or seek out points where positive change can be made. A 
person with a positive attitude also copes better with situations that change over 
time and understands difficulties can be the result of sets of circumstances and 
structures rather than individuals. In contrast, if we have a negative outlook we are 
more likely to be frustrated by systems, take undesirable events personally, and 
mistakenly assume outcomes are permanent. It is just as well that it is possible for 
us  to  train  ourselves  to  be  more  positive  and  less  negative,  even  if  we  do  have  a  
natural tendency towards being gloomy. 326  A positive attitude multiplies our 
portfolio of possible actions allowing people to push to the limits of their 
capabilities.  

 

Broadening and Building 
A positive attitude also helps develop psychological strength and resilience, 

as the broaden and build -theory of positive psychology proposes. One of the 
biggest revelations of this research has been the finding that positive emotions have 
a huge impact on our overall wellbeing as individuals, and, by extension, the 
systems we live in. Positive psychologist Barbara Fredrickson has shown that 
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positive emotions have a major evolutionary purpose. They simultaneously broaden 
our momentary mindset and build our intellectual, physical and emotional 
resources.  

When  we  are  feeling  positive  we  see  more  and  we  are  more  curious  and  
adventurous. Feelings like happiness, joy, amusement and so on encourage us to try 
new thoughts and actions, leading to personal growth and development. This is the 
broaden aspect of the theory. The build component comes from the fact that over 
time our willingness to try new things means we have built up a wide repertoire of 
different skills. We develop states of mind and modes of behavior that prepare us 
for hard times to come. Even though the positive emotions themselves may not 
last long, we benefit from them well after they have passed. When we experience 
positive emotions it is a sign that in that moment we are thriving and flourishing, 
but those emotions will also help us to keep thriving and flourishing in the future 
by increasing our resilience.327 

How do we go about cultivating positive emotions? Research points to the 
need to build four types of resources. Our intellectual resources can be built by 
developing problem solving techniques and making the effort to learn new 
information. It is more difficult to be positive if we are intellectually stagnant. Our 
physical resources are built through engaging in physical activity. Through this we 
can develop better coordination, a strong body and a fit heart. We also need to 
build psychological resources by developing resilience, goals, a strong sense of identity 
and an optimistic outlook. Finally, our social resources can be cultivated by 
maintaining the relationships we have and developing new bonds with others. 
Think about something as simple as a casual basketball game. The players might 
consider themselves to just be having fun, but in the process they are also working 
on their physical, social, and intellectual resources as they run around, interact, and 
think strategy. 

When we are filled with positive emotions, experiments conducted by 
Fredrickson and others show, we demonstrate increased imaginative ability, greater 
inventiveness, and a stronger ability to focus on the “big picture.” In other words, 
improved individual optimism and positivity help us to better see systems and adapt 
within them. During a good mood we are better at thinking flexibly and with 
complexity and thus find it easier to find solutions to all kinds of problems. We also 
are more expansive and upbeat in our planning and decision-making when we are 
in a happy state of mind.328 The broaden and build -theory shows we strengthen 
ourselves as a system by accumulating beneficial experiences. 

Building our own resilience through experiencing positive emotion not only 
benefits us as individuals, but also benefits the systems we live in and others 
participating in those systems. Consider how in times of trouble we turn to people 
we know to be emotionally strong and capable. Consider, too, the effects 
emotionally resilient people can have on group dynamics, lifting everyone’s spirits 
to overcome difficulties the group might experience. Such people have important 
roles in social systems. The Dalai Lama provides an excellent illustration of the 
power of positivity in action. Despite the plight of the Tibetan people that he 
represents and the reverence he generates in those who meet him, he remains 
infectiously upbeat, delighting in interaction with others and giggling like a child as 
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he spreads his message of altruism and tolerance.329 His warmth and humor make 
the impact of his message more powerful, draw people to him and give hope to his 
fellow Tibetans.  

 

Balancing Negativity and Positivity 
An important factor in being able to broaden and build our resources lies in 

achieving the right balance of emotions in our lives. In essence, if we generally 
maintain a happy and optimistic outlook then we build up reserves of wellness that 
help us to cope better than the pessimistic person when bad things do happen. The 
ideal ratio of positive to negative emotions according to positive psychology 
research is three to one.330 If we experience three times as many positive feelings as 
we do negative, then we can absorb the negative experiences because we have built 
up a sufficient store of resilience.  

Take, for example, the system of marriage. Well-respected marriage 
researcher John Gottman has found that the ratio of positivity to negativity during 
arguments explains the likely success of a marriage. Couples who have more 
positivity seem to develop a buffer system so that when damaging things happen 
they can dismiss them as an aberration (“He’s in a bad mood today” or “She’s 
tired”). Those who set a pattern of negativity in their interactions are far more likely 
to have their relationship end in divorce. That’s because if there’s a history of 
negativity we are more likely to draw lasting conclusions about the other person 
that affect how we think about them (“He’s so selfish” or “She such a 
complainer”).331 A  positive  attitude  benefits  the  system of  marriage  as  well  as  the  
individuals. That means they think about not just reacting to one another as 
individuals but on building up positivity for “us” – the couple as a whole.  

Positivity can be 
built by various means. 
One of these is to share 
good experiences, and 
encourage others do the 
same.  This  may  seem  a  
little counterintuitive – 
after all common sense 
tells us that it is helpful to 
have social support when 
things go wrong for us, not 
when they go well. Yet, 
when people share their 
joyous experiences with 
one another after a happy 
event they derive a number 
of benefits. First, telling others about their experience adds to the positive effects of 
the experience itself because they get the chance to relive the happy emotions they 
experienced at the time. In addition, the process of telling the story commits this 
experience more firmly to memory. When the listener recognizes and validates the 
good news, this strengthens their relationship and lifts the self-esteem of the 
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teller.332 Thus the simple act of encouraging others to share their successes can 
enhance the wellbeing of relationships within a system.  

Non-profit organization Positive Coaching Alliance has built its practice on 
the idea of having more positivity than negativity in children’s sport. Disheartened 
by an increase in poor sportsmanship, a focus on winning at all costs, and player 
aggressiveness in youth sport, founder Jim Thompson put together a program 
aimed at making participation in sport a positive experience. He realised the 
coaches, as leaders, had a huge impact on the attitude of children in their teams. So 
the group focuses on training coaches to understand that being “relentlessly 
positive” leads to success on the scoreboard. The goal is for the coach to create an 
athletic environment that children can enjoy and that enhances their self-
development. One concept that the Alliance uses is the “emotional tank” – the idea 
that children can only take so much criticism. They train coaches to increase the 
ration of praise to criticism to build a well of positivity, just as renowned basketball 
coach and Alliance supporter Phil Jackson did with his teams and just as positive 
psychology research advocates.333  

Balancing positivity and negativity takes conscious effort on our part. 
Humans suffer from what psychologists call negativity bias, a tendency to 
emphasize the negative. 334  In most situations we focus on and give more 
dominance to negative experiences (such as when one setback seems to ruin an 
otherwise successful day).  

One negative person can easily bring a team down, but it is much harder for 
one positive person to uplift a team. The impact of negativity is far stronger 
because we are much more sensitive to it. 

In addition, we often experience a kind of asymmetry of information – we 
are hyper alert to being on the receiving end of negativity but often unaware when 
we are bringing about negative feelings for others. Imagine your boss says to you 
“good job, but…” The loudest part of the sentence is the “but” and all you focus 
on is the criticism that follows. Yet, if you say “good job, but…” to your spouse 

after they have made an effort to cook 
a nice meal, you probably think you 
are praising them and offering helpful 
advice. You likely forget that they may 
hear only criticism. It can be easy to 
see how everyone else is behaving but 
forget to reflect on the contributions 
of our own actions. 

Reflection-in-action is a great 
skill we can use to overcome both our 
tendency to be negative and react 
poorly to negativity. By reflecting-in-
action we can catch ourselves in the 

process of generating negativity and then compensate. If we hear ourselves 
criticizing our spouse, or friend, or colleague, for example, we can then make an 
effort to find positive things to say to them to balance out criticism. Of course, the 
praise should not be forced or manufactured. Nor does it have to occur within 
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quick succession of the criticism. The important thing is that overall positive 
feedback outweighs negative feedback in systemic relationships. 

Though we can work at being less critical of others, it is unlikely we will go 
through life without receiving criticism. In social systems, we often experience 
disappointments, setbacks, and criticism. Many of us take these things personally. 
With a positive attitude and reflection-in-action we can turn negative feedback into 
a spur to improvement. Reminding ourselves that criticism is a useful form of 
feedback we can learn from and that there are structures at work that affect both 
our and others’ behavior are helpful. We can avoid placing blame and being 
accusatory because we understand that there is a bigger picture that we may not be 
able to see shaping the other person’s behavior. Facing criticism positively allows us 
to maintain a bright and constructive approach, and avoid seeing ourselves as a 
victim and blaming others and circumstances. 

Engineers spend a lot of time turning things into numbers, even intangible 
and therefore apparently unquantifiable things like risk. We rarely analyze our 
emotions or attitude in the same way. Imagine if 
you had to rank yourself on a grumpiness index 
every day. Or if someone else was measuring you 
with a kindness-o-meter. How would you rate? 
Measuring our attitude in systems would almost 
certainly be an eye opening experience. Many of 
us would probably be surprised at how easily we 
default to a non-positive attitude. We tend to be 
defensive in daily life, protecting ourselves from 
bad things before they even happen; we 
anticipate negativity. We also pay much more 
attention and give much more weight to negative 
interactions and events. That comes at the cost 
of losing focus on the possibility of uplift. With 
enhanced reflective practices we can pay closer 
attention to the attitude we adopt and project. 

 

Happiness 
In 1999, two young mountaineers became trapped by a storm on a ledge in 

the French Alps. By the time rescuers arrived, one man had perished and the other 
had suffered severe frostbite. Survivor Jamie Andrews lost not only his friend but 
also both hands and both feet to the ordeal.  

Andrews could easily have succumbed to despair. Instead, after an initial 
stage of grief and self-pity, he chose to focus on recovery. He learned how to care 
for himself. He returned to work. He married. He had a child. And perhaps most 
remarkably, he began to climb mountains again, often raising money for charity in 
the process. Asked about his astonishing story, Andrews comments on his “good 
luck” and “all the good things that happen” in his life.335   

Jamie Andrews took a negative experience and turned it into a positive event 
that motivated his life. George Kohlrieser, who recounts Jamie’s story in his book 
on leadership, attributes Jamie’s success in the face of adversity to having a “secure 
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base.” Secure bases, he explains, are the people, goals, or things with which we 
strongly bond. They provide us with comfort, strength and energy and enable us to 
turn negative experiences into positive ones. For Jamie his secure bases were his 
fiancée, his mother, his medical team and the friend he lost. Having those positive 
relationships, having supportive systems in place, enabled Jamie to find happiness 
again. 

Most, if not all, people want to be 
happy. But we often couch our pursuit of 
happiness in the language of goal 
achievement. If we could just have that 
much more money, or own that house, or 
find our soul mate, or lose weight then we 
would be happy. The problem is, the 
things we think will make us happy often 
don’t. Even if we achieve the goals we set, 
we usually find that happiness remains 
elusive, or at best is only temporary as it 
was for Tony Hsieh when he made his 
fortune.  

Over the last few decades, human 
happiness has been studied more than ever 
before. Psychologist Martin Seligman, to take the work of one expert, has found 
that being more attentive to our thoughts can foster happiness. To promote 
happiness about our past, we can deliberately cultivate gratitude and forgiveness as 
these help us to feel more positive. To cultivate happiness about the future we can 
learn how to hope and how to talk ourselves out of pessimistic thoughts. In the 
present, our focus should be on savoring pleasurable experiences, avoiding repeated 
indulgences that dull our appreciation, and being more mindful. 336  Pursuing 
happiness, according to Seligman’s formula, means focusing on thinking about our 
thinking, calling to mind the reflective dimension of systems intelligence and the 
benefits of positive engagement and spirited discovery, for example.  

Cultivating the mindsets that bring sustained happiness does more than 
make us happy as individuals. It also benefits the systems we live in. Emotions 
travel through systems and a positive attitude helps us to uplift those around us and 
consequently the systems we collectively make up. There is evidence of this from 
research like fittingly-titled SMILE study conducted in Australian nursing homes. 
Over a three-year period, staff members in nursing homes were trained in fostering 
playful relationships with the four hundred dementia-suffering residents. Games, 
jokes and songs were introduced into the homes with the result that residents 
seemed more content, and twenty percent were less agitated in their behaviors. 
While twenty percent might not sound like an overwhelming success, that’s about 
the same percentage of dementia patients who normally respond to antipsychotic 
medication. In other words, positive interactions had as much of an effect as 
prescribed drugs. Unsurprisingly given the nature of systems, there was an 
unintended consequence to the research project: the staff also benefitted from the 
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experiment. They reported feeling invigorated and felt their jobs were enhanced by 
being part of a meaningful programme.337 

The relationship between a positive attitude and positive systems is a two 
way street. On the one hand, individuals with positive attitudes help create positive 
systems. On the other, positive systems help create a positive attitude in individuals. 
It is important we attend to both our own attitude, through broadening and 
building for example, but also that we understand how the system influences us just 
as we influence it. In times of adversity, for example, we need secure bases to help 
lift  our  mood.  But  we are  more likely  to have those bases  if  we have contributed 
positively to the system in better times. Other members of the systems we 
participate in are more likely to be drawn to support us in tough times if we have 
made deposits in the positivity bank. 

 

The Greater Good 
Systems intelligence at its heart is about acting in ways that seek to achieve 

positive outcomes for oneself, others and the systems that we share. The US 
National Park Service struggled to do this initially. The Truth and Reconciliation in 
South Africa, led by Desmond Tutu, did a much better job of balancing individual 
and system needs. Rosa Parks acted in a way that was meant help her community. 
Rachel Carson aimed to help the environment through her actions, as did the 
Kingsolver family. Dan Savage acted to support LGBT youth. Tony Hsieh tried to 
create a positive organization. They all expanded their “horizon of caring,” as 
Donella Meadows so eloquently puts it, living in a world that is about us, not me.338 

Acting for the greater good benefits everyone, including the altruistic person. 
For example, when we give someone a gift we generally expect to make them 
happy. We probably don’t expect that giving gifts will make us live longer. Yet, a 
team of health researchers has found that an unexpected side effect of giving social 
support is good for our health and helps us live longer.339 Note that it is giving, not 
receiving, that is key. It turns out that instrumentally helping others enhances our 
wellbeing. 

The benefits of such behavior are well illustrated by the book Give or Take. 
Author and psychologist Adam Grant shows how giving is important for success in 
many  walks  of  life.  Hard  work,  talent  and  luck  take  us  so  far,  but  the  kinds  of  
connections we have with others matter, too. In systems intelligence terms, the 
relationships in the system matters as much as the individual. Most people, it turns 
out, either take from others, match what they do, or give. In many system settings, 
like  business  and politics,  it  would make sense to assume that  takers  do well.  But,  
surprisingly, those who give freely without expectation of return tend to do better 
across many measures of success. 
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Why? Acting for the greater good serves as a counterforce to holding back in 
systems. Typically, particularly in organizational settings, argues Grant,340 we tend 
to become matchers focusing on fairness rather than givers. As a result, we can 
become trapped in behaviors that are accepted as standard but are a pretty lousy 
standard. Not smiling, not being enthusiastic, not offering help – all these are pretty 
normal in some contexts. We become so busy matching each other’s holding back 
that we miss the opportunity for uplift. The alternative is to abandon our imaginary 
ledger and freely give rather than expect an exchange or attempt to match what 
others are doing or not doing. 

 
 
In the collaborative settings and global economy we have now, being a giver 

is more systems intelligent than being a taker. Social networking, for example, has 
enhanced our opportunities for pro-social behavior. Social media sites help create 
many loose connections for givers to capitalize on. Dan Savage’s success with the It 
Gets Better project is testament to that. In fact, the availability of this new system 
of connection means is makes more sense in today’s environment to be a giver than 
in the past. We never know when or how we may meet someone again in future, 

but  it  is  clearly  better  to  have  
them remember us as kind 
rather than selfish. That is not 
to say we approach giving 
from a calculating perspective. 
Quite the opposite. It is 
impossible to calculate the 
benefits of being a giver in 
systems because you do so 
without any expectation of 
direct reward. The helping in 
return may come with delays, if 
it  comes  at  all.  A  giver  is  a  

person who generates good outcomes in the invisible systems of human 
connection, deliberately in the sense they are purposely generous, but not 
deliberately in the sense of with any illusion of control.  
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At  first,  it  can  seem  challenging  to  act  for  the  greater  good.  We  tend  to  
attach to strongly to our personal history and patterns of interaction. As a result we 
worry  that  we  will  look  manipulative  and  others  will  regard  our  newly  generous  
actions with suspicion. Perhaps these fears will realize themselves, but we need to 
commit to the behavior for the good of the whole anyway. Our first tries may not 
succeed  but  any  rebuff  shouldn’t  set  us  back.  Like  a  star  footballer  we  have  to  
expect a few misses before we regularly make the goal. 

In essence, Kiran Bir Sethi’s educational philosophy is about teaching 
children to think of the greater good. To her, it is clear that all kids believe they can 
change the world into a better place, and Sethi believes it is the job of adults to 
empower them to facilitate that change. The problem is most adults, dulled by their 
own experiences in life, flatten the natural self-belief and entrepreneurial qualities 
out of their children. The result? A perpetuation of a mindset that accepts the 
world as it is found, a missed opportunity to experience pro-social behavior and the 
dampening of children’s natural positive energy. By providing the opportunity for 
children to experience an alternative outlook, Sethi argues, we can cultivate their 
confidence and optimism.  

Four simple words – feel, imagine, do, share – empower the pupils at 
Riverside School and other children around the world that have embraced Sethi’s 
Design for Change philosophy. Children are encouraged to feel anything that 
bothers them. In other words, they are encouraged to attend to their environment 
and notice what is not working as well as it could be. Then, they unleash the power 
of their imaginations as together they figure out ways to address whatever problem 
they have identified. Finally, with the support of the school community they enact 
the solutions they have imagined and tell others about what they have done via 
social media. In the process, they both experience and spread a positive attitude.  

 

The Power of a Positive Attitude 
You will have noticed as you read the stories of the people used to illustrate 

the dimensions of systems intelligence in this book that they all contributed 
positively to the systems around them. They sought to change systems for the 
better. Yet, it is possible to be systems literate without being motivated by the 
desire to uplift others. Bernie Madoff, the financier who pulled off the largest fraud 
in US history, knew how to work a system. No doubt he successfully engaged with 
his clients, made wise (from his perspective) decisions that kept his scheme afloat 
for the long term, and reflected on the best ways of maintaining his fraud. Madoff, 
and others like him, however, lack a sense of positivity. While such people are 
skilled in many dimensions of systems intelligence their behavior damages others as 
they  seek  to  use  their  understanding  of  particular  social  systems  for  self-
aggrandizement and exploitation. Intelligent behavior in systems is underpinned by 
a desire for oneself, others and the system itself to benefit. It is imbued with 
optimism, positivity and the search for uplift. 

When we are truly optimistic about life we inspire people and the systems 
around us. A positive attitude underpins the other factors that make up systems 
intelligence.  How can  we  attune  to  others  if  our  view  of  the  world  is  colored  by  
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pessimism? How can we embrace spirited discovery if we feel negatively about life? 
How can we positively engage with others if our own spirit is depressed? 

Think back to the real life stories reflecting systems intelligence in action and 
illustrating each of it dimensions. Rachel Carson showed she had the ability to see 
systems when she explored the impact of pesticides on the environment. But Silent 
Spring was not a depressing book that foretold of doom. Instead it was a 
challenging warning that assured its readers it was not too late to prevent lasting 
damage.  It  offered  a  vision  of  a  better  future  and  sought  to  have  people  act  to  
create that vision by using a systemic perspective. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s experiences under apartheid and the horrific 
accounts of crime he had to listen to as chair of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission could have turned him into a bitter and pessimistic man. But it didn’t. 
Instead, he retained his sense of humor, cultivated positivity in his interactions with 
others, and tried to inspire his country to become a better version of itself. 
Similarly, Barbara Kingsolver’s account of her family’s efforts to live without the 
industrial food chain could have been framed negatively. She could have focused 
on all the dire consequences of processed food, but instead she stressed the joys 
and adventures of trying to feed a family without supermarkets. 

If anyone was going to be pessimistic about the world, you’d think it would 
have been Dan Savage,  Bullied himself  as  a  child  and then witness  to the horrific  
effects  of  bullying  on  LGBT teens,  he  could  have  been  forgiven  for  withdrawing  
from society at large. But he didn’t. Instead he trusted that enough people cared 
about the experiences of young people exploring their sexuality to create something 
positive out of something negative.  

Tony Hsieh, on the other hand, had lived the American dream. A multi-
millionaire  at  a  young  age  he’d  expected  to  be  lastingly  happy  as  a  result  of  his  
achievements.  Only he wasn’t. He needed to get to know himself at a deeper level 
to  find  out  what  really  brought  him  joy,  and  once  he’d  done  that,  he  decided  he  
wanted to help others increase their capacity for happiness too. So he created a 
company that put happiness at its heart.  

Rosa Parks was more focused on justice than happiness, but without 
optimism, without belief in the human ability to change oppressive systems into 
systems where all could flourish she likely would not have fought the battle she did. 
Nor would the money others who joined her have participated if they weren’t 
optimistic about success. William Wilberforce and the abolitionists had to struggle 
for many years to achieve the destruction of the system of slavery, yet they never 
gave up. Positivity is the oxygen that fuels the fire of systems intelligence. 
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Positive Attitude: What Can I Do Today? 
 
Optimism 
Monitor your mood – cultivate happiness by being aware of your thinking 
processes. 
 
Find balance – make sure you invest in positive behavior and 
communication in your relationships. For example, give sincere compliments 
to people more frequently. 
 
Inspire optimism in others by encouraging their efforts rather than 
dampening them. 
 
If something negative happens, mindfully consider a strategy to deal with it. 
Don’t just react in the heat of the moment.  
 
Develop resilience by accumulating positive experiences. 
 
Happiness 
Express gratitude for the good things that happen today. 
 
Savor any pleasurable experiences you have. 
 
Think positively about something that will happen tomorrow. 
 
The greater good 
Give freely, with no expectation of reward. 
 
Abandon the “ledger mentality” and cultivate generous actions. 
 
Encourage and praise system-enhancing actions in others. 
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Conclusion 
 

“We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.” ~ 
Aristotle341 

 
 
 
 

A Fresh Perspective 
Some decades ago, renowned scholar Gregory Bateson suggested that most 

of the problems in the world are caused by a mismatch between how we think the 
world works and how it really works.342 Bateson felt that we needed to transform 
our thinking away from a 
fragmented, silo approach to a 
systems perspective so we could act 
with the bigger picture in mind. It’s 
time to answer Bateson’s call by 
perceiving ourselves as whole 
people who dwell within other 
wholes and are interconnected on 
many levels. 

We  live  in  a  world  
characterized by interdependencies, 
be they social, technological, 
economic or environmental. Social 
networking contributes to a change 
of government. Video clips go viral 
creating shared international 
phenomena. Markets and banks crash, and the effects cascade around the globe. A 
drought in one country pushes up the price of food around the world. The array of 
interconnections between ourselves, others, and organizing structures – the sheer 
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scale and scope of our current interconnectivity through social systems – can be 
both exciting and overwhelming.  

People collectively needs to act more systems intelligently to best deal with 
the both the challenges and the opportunities these interconnections bring. The 
systems that link us together provide an opportunity for contagious betterment. 
When individuals flourish, the groups they belong to flourish. When groups 
flourish, individuals flourish. The key is finding an approach to life that uses 
interconnectivity to create positive uplift rather than collective diminishment. 
Acting systems intelligently unlocks such an approach. 

Given that we interact with systems daily, it makes sense that we do our best 
to understand how they work and enhance our experience of them. Our natural 
systems intelligence develops when we are able to recognize the systems present 
but usually unnoticed in our everyday experience. 343  We can benefit from 
considering what systems we are engaged with, what they look like, how they 
behave, and how they influence how we behave. Just as importantly, we can 
consider our own impact on and contribution to the systems in our life. 
Understanding how we both perpetuate and create systems, and how we all see the 
same systems from our own unique perspectives, helps us to make systems 
intelligent choices. Nurturing our innate systems intelligence brings the hope, 
promise and potential that not only do we live well with systems, we can live better, 
and we can become better at being better.  

 

A New Habit 
That is not to say that helping our systems intelligence to flourish will be 

either  easy  or  instant.  For  most  of  us,  it  has  been  our  habit  to  lose  sight  of  the  
systems around us, to take them for granted. We have fallen into the trap of 
assuming  only  our  perception  of  a  system  is  correct,  of  imagining  a  system  is  
permanent, or failing to adapt to change. It has been too easy to forget the 
emotional dimension of life as we are carried away with our logic, or to impose one 
system’s rules on another. We too often work on automatic pilot and use the same 
strategies over and over again. These strategies perhaps were effective for us in the 
past,  and  may  be  effective  for  us  in  the  future,  but  because  they  become  so  
ingrained they prevent us from seeing alternative possibilities.344 To act intelligently, 
we need to question our old ways of thinking and operating within systems, 
especially when they are not working well. 

But once our attention is drawn to the systems at hand and we begin to 
understand the influence of context on everyone’s behavior our eyes open to new 
possibilities. Armed with fresh thought processes, attitudes and skills, we can work 
towards nurturing and creating constructive systems. Practicing behaviors and 
attitudes that enrich our experience of systems can enhance our wellbeing. We can 
build our systems intelligence through a commitment to deliberate, repeated 
choices about our attitudes and our actions. By choosing to act in new ways that are 
relatively simple, enjoyable and uplifting, yet sufficiently challenging that we achieve 
personal growth, we will be motivated to use them often. 
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We can make it a habit to look for the systems around us, and acknowledge 

the visible and invisible connections we have with others. We can habitually explore 
alternative viewpoints, expect systems to change, and anticipate that we need to 
change with them. Taking into account people’s emotions and attuning can become 
natural for us. It is possible to think about how we are engaging and try new 
strategies when things don’t work out. We can consciously move from emotional 
reaction to constructive action. We can recognize the influence of the social 
structures around us on our own and others’ behavior. We can resist negative and 
ineffective systems and imagine how things might be different. We are capable of 
looking for opportunities to improve the systems around us, spotting leverage 
points, and managing our own limitations. When we repeatedly do these things we 
will have made it a habit to act with systems intelligence. 

When we act systems intelligently we have a better chance of creating healthy 
social systems that develop people’s respect, individuality, and potential while 
creating community and possibilities. Healthy systems balance the paradoxes 
inherent in systems life. They allow members to flourish individually and express 
their uniqueness, even while they integrate as team players. They welcome variety 
and difference but create a sense of commonality. They preserve and protect 
effective traditions but explore and adapt to the new and unfamiliar. These kinds of 
systems inspire us to ask what can this system do that’s never been done before? 
What can it do better? In flourishing systems, members feel a sense of purpose and 
want to contribute to them because involvement gives them satisfaction.345  
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The Benefits of Acting Systems Intelligently 
As you read about the eight dimensions that make up systems intelligence 

you  will  have  identified  your  own  strengths  and  weaknesses.  We  are  all  naturally  
stronger in some aspects than others. The introvert, for example, is likely to be 
naturally more reflective than the extrovert. But just because we have preferences 
for behaving in certain ways does not mean that we cannot learn to act differently. 
Improving in just one dimension that may not come naturally to us can give us 
enormous leverage. It helps us to strengthen ourselves. It gives us more options so 
we have a portfolio of actions available to us that we can select from in any given 
context. 

The  concept  of  systems  intelligence  allows  us  to  look  at  our  skills  in  a  
different  way.  We all  have the skills  that  are  described in  this  book.  We can all  be  
positive; we can all be patient, we can all reflect on our beliefs. But we don’t usually 
connect these skills to one another and we don’t usually connect these skills to the 
context we find ourselves in. Imagine your behavioral choices in life are a set of 
musical instruments. Sometimes you choose the flute; sometimes you choose the 
violin. Each makes a pleasant sound when played well. Now imagine you have a 
whole woodwind or a whole string section at your disposal. A set of instruments 
that work harmoniously together. This is how to envisage the various skill clusters 
of each dimension of systems intelligence. When we combine the related skills 
together we achieve a richer effect that when we draw on one skill alone.  

Now go one step further. Let’s combine the woodwind and the string and 
the other sections of an orchestra together for a particular piece of music. At times 
the string section will dominate, but at other times other sections will come to the 
fore. The overall effect though is an integrated and beautiful piece of music. In the 
same way, when we as individuals have all the dimensions of systems intelligence to 
draw on we are more likely to create an exponentially more positive outcome than 
when we draw on a single skill. 
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Recognizing how skills work together in systems gives us more options to 
choose from. Understanding systems intelligence gives ways to adapt our behavior 
according to the context. It helps make us better-rounded individuals, able to use 
our talents in concert with and with regard to the situation. It also broadens our 
outlook. We each see what we think is the context at any given time, but the 
problem is others see things slightly differently. So what we believe are the right 
actions are not always well received by others. Developing our systems intelligence 
competencies allows us to see beyond our internal prism. We learn not to take for 
granted that our perspective on the world is the only perspective – we can begin to 
reflect on alternative viewpoints. At the same time, the concept of systems 
intelligence makes the context accessible. Instead of being overwhelmed by the big 
picture  we  can  find  ways  to  have  influence  that  may  just  involve  tiny  changes  in  
what  we  do  or  how  we  think.  Familiarity  and  fluency  with  the  eight  factors  of  
Systems Intelligence gives us the chance to exert more influence over our lives. 

 

Leading with Systems Intelligence 
But it is not just our own lives that we can make better. Systems intelligence 

is emerging as a prerequisite for the effective leadership of today’s systems. As the 
world becomes increasingly connected, increasingly complex, and increasingly 
dynamic, it needs people who can balance the big picture with local connections, 
rationality with intuition, the future with the present, the cognitive and the 
emotional, the intended and the unintended. When dealing with complex problems 
like climate change, economic upheaval and social conflicts, where many systems 
collide, we need leaders who can act intelligently in systems. We need people who 
can inspire others to develop their own systems intelligence and initiate and create 
systems intelligent organizations.  

For many years now, academics and practitioners have produced a significant 
amount of literature on leadership. Researchers have studied what it takes to be a 
good leader, how people persuade others to follow them, and the impact of 
formally appointed leaders on their organizations. A popular approach to the study 
of leadership has been to focus on the traits, characteristics and behavior of leaders. 
As a result, numerous lists have been generated that describe the psychological 
attributes  of  a  leader.  These  lists  have  been  used  to  create  “how  to”  guides  that  
leaders can supposedly follow to lead well. 346  Becoming an effective leader 
according to this model appears to depend on an individual’s personality and their 
ability to learn particular behaviors. 

Leading with systems intelligence has a different emphasis. Our individual 
traits and characteristics are just a starting point. Instead of seeing people as a fixed 
collection of predictable traits, systems intelligence draws on a growth mindset, 
seeing people, and the systems they live in, as dynamic, capable of growth, and able 
to transform.347 We have the power to choose who and how we are being in the 
world by making decisions about our behavior. Everyone can transform systems 
through their behavior, regardless of their personality or their place in the 
hierarchy, because they are connected to others.  
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Systems intelligent leadership draws on our capacity to inspire others to 
strive for a better life in systems. Being able to help others flourish in systems does 
not need to emerge from formal positions of power. Instead, as systems expert 
Barry Oshry succinctly puts it, transformative power in systems comes from “the 
belief that  one can make a  difference,  a  deep understanding of systems processes, and 
the courage to act.”348  By offering an inspiring vision, communicating in an effective 
way, and demonstrating systems-commensurate behaviors we can lead by 
facilitating others to nurture their systems intelligence. 

 

 
 

How does this work in practice? A good place to start is to initiate a conversation 
that asks three key questions.  

 
•What does the current system generate (for me, others and the system itself)? 
•To what extent is that we want? 
•How do we want the system to mold us as human beings? 

 
The answers will shape everyone’s contribution to any given system. 349 

Consequently, a systems intelligent leader pays attention to all aspects of a system, 
including the emotional level, the context, the material features, and the people. He 
or she adapts and explores, and intervenes for change, even if just at the micro-
level. To lead with systems intelligence is to orient ourselves towards uplift and 
elevation.350 When our goal is to make the system and everyone’s experience of the 
system the best that it can be in all its dimensions then our actions will carry us in 
that direction.  
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The Challenge 
Systems intelligence is not just an idea. It is action-oriented. The challenge is 

to turn our understanding of systems into action. Typically, we underestimate the 
impact we can have on the greater good. Yet, history is littered with examples of 
individuals who have changed the world and its systems. The stories of Rosa Parks, 
Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela and all the others mentioned in this book 
illustrate the effectiveness of systems intelligence. Together with other examples, 
the stories show that it is possible that deliberate and sustained systems intelligent 
behavior can make a huge difference to large social systems. But the beauty of 
systems is that we don’t have to set out to change all elements in the complex 
world. Even small changes in our everyday lives can make a big difference to the 
quality of our life and that of others. 

We can all make those changes. We can orient ourselves to a longer time 
frame, but also dwell in the present. We can begin to look for the bigger picture 
even while we focus on the local connections we can influence. We can reflect on 
our behavior, our emotions and our thinking processes. We can find the moments 
and situations when we can change the script and be creative, open-minded and 
courageous. We can attend to the systemic context at the conscious level. We can 
choose to broaden our typically narrow perspectives, to look for and attune to 
others and the systems we share. 

There’s famous quote from Victor Hugo often paraphrased as there is 
nothing so powerful as an idea whose time has come.351 Systems intelligence is an 
idea whose time has come. When people offer new ideas, we have the choice to 
become detractors, bystanders, or proponents. This book has hopefully convinced 
you of the value of seeing the world through a systems lens and looking for the 
opportunity to behave systems intelligently. Take up its challenge and become a 
proponent of cultivating your capacity to flourish and to enrich the systems you 
belong to. Be better, better. 
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Notes 
 
 
 
 
 

1Emotional Intelligence by Goleman introduced the concept to the general audience, 
but the original researchers on Emotional Intelligence were Peter Salovey 
and John Mayer who had already written several academic papers on the 
concept in the early 1990s. 

2 Meadows, “Dancing With Systems”. 
3 See MIT-based Peter Senge’s bestseller, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of 

the Learning Organization. 
4 Almost all environmental researchers take a systems perspective, but not all also 

include human thinking as part of the environmental system. For interesting 
work in that area see Meadows’ Thinking in Systems: A Primer and Senge and 
colleagues’ The Necessary Revolution: How Individuals and Organizations are 
Working Together to Create a Sustainable World.  

5 See Sternberg Beyond IQ: A Triarchic Theory of Human Intelligence and Successful 
Intelligence. How Practical and Creative Intelligence Determine Success in Life. 

6 Gardner, Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences. 
7 Emotional Intelligence and Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationships, 

both popularized by Daniel Goleman, for example, assist us to manage and 
navigate the world of human feelings.  

8 The Systems Intelligence research team at Aalto University in Helsinki, Finland, 
has established that systems intelligence consists of eight dimensions. 

9 Research designed to develop the self-evaluation tool for Systems Intelligence has 
confirmed that these factors can be identified in psychometric tests. 

10 Carson, Silent Spring. 
11 The biographical information on Carson comes from various sources, including 

www.rachelcarson.org, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Carson and 
Koehn’s article “From Calm Leadership, Lasting Change”. 

12 For various academic perspectives on systems, see the works of Charles 
Churchman, Michael Jackson, Peter Senge, Donella Meadows and John 
Sterman.  
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13 Children between the ages of twelve and eighteen learn locally about 

environmental topics like biodiversity, climate change, water and forests 
using the same materials, and then share their results on the web. But they 
also do practical things. ENO’s tree planting program, for example, aims to 
have schoolchildren across the globe plant 100 million trees by 2017. See 
https://sites.google.com/a/enoprogramme.org/enotreeday/home 

14 http://www.surfrider.org/ 
15 Environmental education in recent years, however, has adopted a systems 

perspective and children in many countries are now taught about how their 
actions affect the environment in systemic ways. 

16 Harig, “For Enie Els, the Eyes Have It”. 
17 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Carson 
18 Kay, Obliquity, p. 9. 
19 http://www.leadershipnow.com/visionquotes.html 
20 Carson, Silent Spring, p. 133. The fire ant case was just one of many that led 

Carson to conclude that pesticides would be better termed “biocides” 
because their effects were rarely limited to the pests they targeted. 

21 Information on the organization can be found at 
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/aboutus/. 

22 Senge et al., The Necessary Revolution, p. 169. 
23 The original research on organ rates was carried out by Eric Johnson and Daniel 

Goldstein (published in 2004 in the article “Defaults and Donation 
Decisions”) but Dan Ariely brought their findings to public attention when 
he spoke about them at a TED conference. See 
http://www.ted.com/talks/dan_ariely_asks_are_we_in_control_of_our_ow
n_decisions.html.  

24 To illustrate, of the Fortune 500 companies in 1955, only around 14% still made 
the list in 2011. Others had ceased trading, merged, gone bankrupt or not 
made the list. See the article “Fortune 500 Extinction” in CSInvesting. 

25 Details on the cane toad can be found at http://australianmuseum.net.au/Cane-
Toad. 

26 Some critics blame Silent Spring for the ban on DDT production and subsequent 
rise in deaths from malaria (see comments in Finkel’s article “Malria: 
Stopping a Global Killer”), though Carson’s emphasis was on its 
indiscriminate spraying as an agricultural pesticide. 

27 Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization. 
28 See Donella Meadows’ article “Dancing with Systems” and 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7923. 
29 See Bateson’s Steps to an Ecology of Mind: Collected Essays In Anthropology, Psychiatry, 

Evolution, And Epistemology. Bateson’s daughter Nora has produced a film 
summarizing his many years of work called An Ecology of Mind. For 
information about the film see http://www.anecologyofmind.com/.  

30 http://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/5943.Desmond_Tutu 
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31 Information on Archbishop Tutu comes from his website 

http://www.tutu.org/home/, his book No Future Without Forgiveness and the 
biography Tutu: Authorized written by Sparks and Tutu. 

32 http://www.dadalos.org/int/vorbilder/vorbilder/tutu/bedeutung.htm 
33 This is a story that Tutu tells. See the article “Archbishop Tutu in His Own 

Words” in BBC News. 
34 In an experiment, Stern asked mothers to purposefully act “out of tune” with 

their babies, for example by speaking in an unexpected tone or ignoring 
them. When the mother “tuned out” of the shared vitality affect created in 
interaction with her baby, the child would stop playing and turn to look at 
the mother. See Stern, The Interpersonal World of the Infant: A View from 
Psychoanalysis and Developmental Psychology. 

35 Rifkin, The Empathic Civilization: The Race to Global Consciousness in a World in Crisis. 
36 Sweeney, “Learning to Connect the Dots: Developing Children’s Systems 

Literacy”. 
37 In Jeremy Rifkin’s book The Empathic Civilization: The Race to Global Consciousness in 

a World in Crisis, he explains how our capacity empathy is a crucial part of our 
lives as humans. Evidence from orphanages in the 1950s, for example, 
points to emotional deprivation in infants resulting in physical weakness and 
reduced IQ. 

38 See Baron-Cohen’s Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind and the 
work of British anthropologist Robin Dunbar, How Many Friends Does One 
Person Need? Dunbar’s Number and Other Evolutionary Quirks. 

39 See Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind and 
Gladwell’s The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. 

40 See Howard Gardner’s thoughts in “Thinking About Thinking” and in Five Minds 
for the Future, Robert Kegan’s The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in 
Human Development and In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern 
Life, and Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow to name but a few. The 
collection of essays edited by John Brockman, This Will Make You Smarter: 
New Scientific Concepts to Improve your Thinking, also contains a number of 
contributions on metacognition.  

41 Sparks and Tutu, Tutu: Authorized, p. 88. 
42 See the article “Did the Hudson Plane Crash Pilot’s Glider Experience Help Him 

Land Flight 1549?” in Popular Mechanics. 
43 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chesley_Sullenberger 
44 Oshry, Leading Systems: Lessons from the Power Lab, p. 8. 
45 Strauch, Secrets of the Grown-Up Brain: The Surprising Talents of the Middle-aged Mind 
46 Gigerenzer’s book Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the Unconscious outlines the fallacy 

of this approach over listening to our gut.  
47 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homo_economicus. 
48 Ariely, The Upside of Irrationality: The Unexpected Benefits of Defying Logic at Work and 

at Home, p. 9. 
49 Ariely, The Upside of Irrationality: The Unexpected Benefits of Defying Logic at Work and 

at Home, p. 47. 
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50 The works of the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio explore the relationship 

between our cognition and our feelings. For a summary of some recent 
research, see David Brooks’ article “The Young and the Neuro” in the New 
York Times. 

51 Jeremy Rifkin discusses this in The Empathic Civilization: The Race to Global 
Consciousness in a World in Crisis as does Dan Ariely in The Upside of Irrationality: 
The Unexpected Benefits of Defying Logic at Work and at Home. 

52 Ariely, The Upside of Irrationality: The Unexpected Benefits of Defying Logic at Work and 
at Home 

53 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. 
54 Gerd Gigerenzer explores these in his book Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the 

Unconscious.  
55 Saarinen and Hämäläinen,“The Originality of Systems Intelligence.”  
56 Goleman, Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationships. 
57 Keltner, “The Compassionate Species”.  
58 Gladwell, The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference, 

p. 83-85. 
59 Sparks and Tutu, Tutu: Authorized, p. 248. 
60 Karen Hayes, an independent filmmaker, recounts the story of the Rwanda 

dinner in Sparks and Tutu’s book Tutu: Authorized, p. 295. 
61 Bishop et al., “Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition”, p. 230; 232.  
62 Sparks and Tutu, Tutu: Authorized, p. 233. 
63 Bishop et al., “Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition”. 
64 Langer, “Minding Matters: The Consequences of Mindlessness-Mindfulness”. 
65 We already know that mindfulness brings benefits. Research on creativity, for 

example, shows bright ideas are linked to people’s ability to notice 
themselves daydreaming – creative people both let their minds wander and 
pay attention to what they are thinking about.  

66 See, for example, Martin Seligman’s Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive 
Psychology to Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment, Charles Duhigg’s The 
Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business and Daniel 
Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow respectively.  

67 Some high sports and performing stars have become famous for the oddity of 
their pre-performance rituals. Michael Jordan, the famous basketball player, 
apparently always wore his North Carolina college shorts under his Chicago 
Bulls uniform and world tennis superstar Rafael Nadal lines his water bottles 
up so that the labels face the baseline he is playing from. Chris Martin, lead 
singer of Coldplay includes brushing his teeth as part of his pre-concert 
rituals. Robert Plant, nowadays, apparently likes a cup of tea and to iron his 
clothes before performing. Though these examples are slightly humorous, 
what Jordan, Nadal, Martin and Plant do is all about tuning in to the right 
headspace. The rituals they perform are about synchronizing their mental 
focus, their emotional state, and their physical presence. It is about having 
some part of the system fixed and within their control, right before they are 
about to enter a state of dynamic emergence where anything might happen. 
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340 Most of us act as givers in intimate systems like friendships and marriage, but in 

the workplace more matchers emerge, says Grant in Give and Take: A 
Revolutionary Approach to Success. 

341http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/keywords/habit.html#bxpg60JyQgJsSGf3
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342 See Bateson’s Steps to an Ecology of Mind: Collected Essays In Anthropology, Psychiatry, 
Evolution, And Epistemology. Bateson’s daughter Nora has produced a film 
summarizing his many years of work called An Ecology of Mind. For 
information about the film see http://www.anecologyofmind.com/.  

343 Senge et al. directly refer to our “natural systems intelligence” in The Necessary 
Revolution: How Individuals and Organizations are Working Together to Create a 
Sustainable World, p. 189. 

344 Hargrove makes a similar point in Masterful Coaching, p. 34, but does not really 
consider the impact of the existing systems on people’s behavior. For us, 
Hargrove’s approach is somewhat simplistic as he presumes that an 
individual can entirely determine his or her own behavior. We argue that to 
we need to see our behavior in the context of systems so that we can make 
better decisions about the kinds of changes we can and should make. 

345 Oshry, Seeing Systems: Unlocking the Mysteries of Organizational Life, 
pp. 205-206; 216.   

346 Hargrove, Masterful Coaching. 
347 Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. 
348 Oshry, Leading Systems: Lessons from the Power Lab, p. 8. 
349 Take a small business, for example. Organizational members could think about 

what their current patterns of interaction generate – for them individually, 
for others and for the business as a whole. A small business might generate 
products, services, advertising and profits. But it might also generate loyalty, 
respect and enthusiasm, or, resentment, indifference and anger. The staff 
could reflect on whether their relationships are what they would prefer. Then 
they can negotiate the type of system they would like to have and make a 
commitment to work towards that. These three simple questions are just as 
effective at opening collaborative efforts in other systems like families, 
romantic relationships and community groups. 

350 See Esa Saarinen’s “The Paphos Seminar. Elevated Reflections on Life as Good 
Work,” for example. 

351 The original quote by Hugo is “There is one thing stronger than all the armies in the 
world, and that is an idea whose time has come.” 
(http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/333543-there-is-one-thing-stronger-
than-all-the-armies-in) 
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