
What is systems thinking?
Systems thinking offers us a powerful new 
perspective, a specialized language, a series of 
Habits and a set of tools.



Your system…any system is 
perfectly designed to produce the 

results you are obtaining.                
(Adapted from Carr, 2008)
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Leverage

What is Seen

What is Unseen

What happened?

What has been happening?
What are the trends?

What changes have occurred?

What has influenced the patterns? 
(e.g. policies, laws, physical structures)

What are the relationships among the parts?

What assumptions, beliefs, and values
do people hold about the system?
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The Big 
Picture



Reading, Reflection & 
Making Connections  
pp 32-33



Considers Mental Models

Mental models are deeply 
ingrained assumptions, 
generalizations, or even 
pictures or images that 
influence how we 
understand the world and 
how we take action.

Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline, 1990



Have I ever?



1. Each person takes a Have I ever… question from the envelope.
(You can always pick again if you don’t like your question.)

2. When it is your turn, read your question with a “poker face”  
to your small group.

3. Members of your group make a quick judgement about you:
Answer is YES! Answer is NO!

4. Reader provides the correct answer and asks, What are you each 
paying attention to that leads you to your response about me? 



Remember
Four Corners?

What role do
your mental
models play
as you think
about your 

preferences?



Slumber

Dream

Bed

Quiet

Nap

Pillow

Night

Blanket

Pajamas

Snooze





STRUCTURES FOR EFFECTIVE COLLABORATION

“You never really know a 
man until you understand 
things from his point of 
view, until you climb into 
his skin and walk around in 
it.”
Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)
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Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.
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Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something based 
on my beliefs.
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Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something based 
on my beliefs.

R

My beliefs 
affect what I  
choose to 
notice in the 
future.

Ladder of 
Inference

Adapted from The Fifth 
Discipline Fieldbook . 
Last modified 5/05© 2017 Waters Foundation  
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Practice Scenario #1:  
Sitting in an important meeting 
with a distracted colleague

Ladder of Inference



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something 
because of my beliefs.Things I noticed about 

my colleague:
• Nonstop use of 

Smart Phone
• Constant clicking 

noise
• No eye contact with 

speaker
• Colleague leaves 

and returns to the 
room throughout 
the meeting 3 
different times



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something 
because of my beliefs.

This behavior was so 
annoying and 
distracting. It was hard 
for me to pay attention. 
What would be so 
important? 



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something 
because of my beliefs.

My Mental Model:  
My colleague doesn’t care 
about what we are talking 
about!
Our director (meeting 
facilitator) must feel 
disrespected!



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something 
because of my beliefs.

Try to suspend 
judgment before 

taking action.

Could there be 
another side to 
this story?



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something 
because of my beliefs.

How can I discover 
new information 

about this situation?



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something 
because of my beliefs.

This situation gave us an 
opportunity to talk about ways 

people interpret the use of 
technology during meetings. 

We shared our various mental 
models to help increase our 
understanding of people’s 

actions.



Information &
experiences around me

I notice certain information 
& experiences.

I add my own meaning. 
(cultural & personal)

I develop beliefs
based on the 

meaning I add.

I do something based 
on my beliefs.

R

My beliefs 
affect what I  
choose to 
notice in the 
future.

Adapted from The Fifth 
Discipline Fieldbook . 
Last modified 5/05



Managing your Ladder of Inference

• Reflection
– Try to suspend judgment
– Become more aware of your own 

thinking and broaden your 
observations



• Reflection
– Try to suspend judgment
– Become more aware of your own thinking 

and broaden your observations
• Inquiry
– Inquire into other’s thinking and 

reasoning
– Ask open-ended questions that seek 

clarification

Managing your Ladder of Inference



• Reflection
– Try to suspend judgment
– Become more aware of your own thinking and broaden 

your observations
• Inquiry
– Inquire into other’s thinking and reasoning
– Ask open-ended questions that seek clarification

• Advocacy
– Make your thinking and reasoning visible to others by 

describing what influenced your thinking 
and your actions

Managing your Ladder of Inference
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Practice Scenarios
• With a partner select a scenario
• Consider the problem
• Select relevant Habits of Systems Thinker
• Use the Ladder of Inference
– Reflection, Inquiry and/or Advocacy

• Consider Unintended Consequences of 
Possible Solutions













What is seen

Systems Thinking helps 
one understand what is hard to see

Systems Thinking helps you see the system as a whole



Iceberg
Seeing What’s Below the Surface

Waters Center
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Structure of the System

Mental
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Leverage

Learning

What are some of the current mental 
models you see in your system?  

Provide quotes or phrases to capture the 
different points of view. 



Events

Patterns of Behavior

Structure of the System

Mental Models

Iceberg... 
Seeing What’s Below the Surface

Adapted by Systems Thinking in Schools, Waters Foundation, www.watersfoundation.org, from Innovation Associates, Inc.
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Learning

Leverage

What are some of the current mental models you see in your system?  
Provide quotes or phrases to capture the different points of view. 



What role do mental models play in your work setting?
What are some mental models you may be holding 

(about the system, about others) that may be barriers to 
achieving your desired outcomes?
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