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Systems Thinking and 
Situational Awareness
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Interconnectedness

Systems thinking is . . . seeing wholes . . . seeing 
interrelationships rather than things, seeing patterns 
of change rather than static “snapshots.”. . . 

. . . systems thinking is a sensibility — for the subtle 
interconnectedness that gives living systems their 
unique character.

- Peter Senge
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A question for your 
consideration

Is there such a thing as a system?
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The question:

Is there such a thing as a system?

An answer:

Depends on what you mean by a system.
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The question:

Is there such a thing as a system?

An answer:

Depends on what you mean by a system.

So, what do you mean by a system?
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A Definition

A system is a collection of 
elements or components that 
are organized and interact for 
a common purpose.

Scribd.com
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Main Concepts of Systems Thinking

• Collection
• Identifiable parts and boundaries, i.e., you can tell what’s part of the 

system and what’s not.

• Organized
• Identifiable structure of the system that shows relationships among the 

components.

• Interaction
• Identifiable processes that affect the components and other conditions.

• Purpose
• One or more identifiable desired outcomes of the interactions.
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What is Systems Thinking?

gap

Goal seeking 
and
feedback
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Archetypes
• Archetypes are recurring 

patterns of behavior that give 
insights into the structures that 
drive systems. 

• They offer a way of thinking about 
systems dynamics across a 
diversity of disciplines, scenarios, 
or contexts. They are defined as 
archetypes, which can be seen 
as the storylines of systems in 
the world.
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https://medium.com/tools -for-system-thinkers

Innovation and Digital Government for Public Service Delivery



Socio-Technical Systems
• Purpose

• Is combination of social and technical outcomes

• Components
• Are a mix of social and technical entities

• Dynamics
• Consist of interacting social and technical processes

• Structures
• Consist of both social and technical relationships

• Goals
• Are both social and technical outcomes
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Some Socio-Technical Systems
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Systems Thinking Concepts
• Process, process, process
• Holistic perspective:  big picture view
• Input-process-output-feedback 
• Links and loops, not linear chains
• Focus on dynamic complexity, not detail complexity
• Importance of mental models and process maps
• Looking for archetypes
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Basic Ideas

You can't do just one thing!

“The world is filled with relationships, 
and anything we do is going to impact 
parts of the system that we may never 
have even thought of.”

(Richard Heinberg)
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Real World Environment
Program, Policy & 
Economic Context

§ Customers
§ Constituencies
§ Legal Context
§ Economic 

Conditions
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Organizations & People

Organizational
Setting

§ Structure
§ Staffing
§ Budget
§ Linkages
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The Work

Business 
Processes

§ Info Flow
§ Workflow
§ Value-Added
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Technology Solutions & Tools

§ hardware
§ software
§ platforms
§ infrastructure

Technology
Solution
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Program, Policy & 
Economic Context

Organizational
Setting

Business 
Processes

Technology
Solution

Organizational Complexity
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Basic Ideas

• Looking for circles of causality, not linear chains
• Understanding feedback, delay, and noise
• Looking for consistent patterns of change
• Paying attention to the big picture
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The Wicked Problems of Government
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Spilled Oil
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Recognizing Patterns System Archetypes

• Fixes that fail
• Limits to success
• Drifting Goals
• Escalation
• Growth and Underinvestment
• Shifting the burden/addition
• Success to the successful
• Tragedy of the commons
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Stakeholder Analysis
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• What is it?

• What is it good for?

• Some Limitations

• How to get started

Stakeholder Analysis
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Stakeholder Analysis: What is it?
• A structured analysis of the main logic of a program or systems initiative

• Objects of analysis include

• Customers
• Resource suppliers
• Expected results
• Possible tools

• A programmatic assessment

• A business case

Innovation and Digital Government for Public Service Delivery



Stakeholder Analysis: What is it good for?
• Understanding the external environment of an 

agency or program

• Discriminating among stakeholder groups

• Specifying the possible results of an innovation

• Matching stakeholders with results

• Estimating impacts on stakeholders

• Making a rough assessment of data availability and 
data needed for a more complete evaluation

• Choosing a “good” problem
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Stakeholder Analysis: Are there Limitations?

• Makes assumptions about causal relationships 
and processes

• Mixes qualitative and quantitative impacts 

• Does not gather or generate enough hard data to 
draw solid conclusions
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Strategic Framework
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Strategic Thinking

“A strategic orientation, whether in government or business 
has five distinguishing features:

• Concerned with mission-critical activities
• Time dimension is long-range
• Looks outward, beyond organizational boundaries
• Seeks maximum ROI
• Places high value on technological, human and information 

resources”
(Anderson, Belardo & Dawes, 1994)
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Strategic Framework: What is it?

An analysis of the internal and external factors that 
a public organization must consider to achieve a 
program or service objective. 
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Strategic Framework

Initiative 

New Partners
Internal External

Resources Customers

Innovations

Information

Other Resources

Inside the Agency

External

Products Services
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Customers
A person or organization who makes use of the 
service you intend to provide.

Initiative 

New Partners

Internal External

Resources Customers

Innovations

Information

Other Resources

Inside the Agency

External

Products Services
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Partners

A partner is a willing participant in a joint enterprise who 
invests staff time, equipment, money, or credibility in the 
creation and operation of the service.  Partners share costs, 
risks, and benefits and engage in active, trustful working 
relationships with one another.  

Initiative 

New Partners

Internal External

Resources Customers

Innovations

Information

Other Resources

Inside the Agency

External

Products Services
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Innovation

Products and services that could be used to design, 
develop, or deliver a new service or to offer an existing 
service in a new way. In the example, the World Wide 
Web is an innovation that allows customers to be able to link 
to data sources 24 hours a day.

Initiative 

New Partners

Internal External

Resources Customers

Innovations

Information

Other Resources

Inside the Agency

External

Products Services
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Resource

Something of value that is necessary to the success 
of the service. When using the Strategic Framework, 
it is usually useful to specify what resource (s) are 
associated with an organization, rather than just the 
organization’s name. 

Initiative 

New Partners

Internal External

Resources Customers

Innovations

Information

Other Resources

Inside the Agency

External

Products Services

Innovation and Digital Government for Public Service Delivery



Strategic Framework: What is it good for?

• Identifying potential partners to help achieve those 
objectives

• Identifying information and other resources that will be 
needed

• Identifying innovative products and services that might be 
relevant

• Getting more specific about the customers of the service
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Strategic Framework: Are there Limitations?

• Focuses on “enablers” but identify barriers
• Lacks the detail need to craft a project plan or 

design a system
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2.4.1 Contextual Awareness
• Group Formation

• We will form 3 groups
• Count off by 6s

• All #1s & #2s are Group 1
• All #3s & #4s are Group 2
• All #5s & #6s are Group 3

• Move to your small Group location.

• Group Assignment
• Each group will be assigned 2 dimensions
• There three Exercise Instruction Sheets for this section. Each exercise 

builds on the next so please do them in order.
• Exercise Instruction Sheet 2.4.1.a 
• Exercise Instruction Sheet 2.4.1.b.
• Exercise Instruction Sheet 2.4.1.c.

• Group Process
• Refer to the first Exercise Sheet 2.4.1.a. 
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Thank You!


