
SYSTEMS 

THINKING 



“today’s problems come from  

  yesterday’s solutions” 

     PETER SENGE 



When did we stop asking why? 

• We need to understand why 

• Why do things work or not work 
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Processes and outcomes 

• Every clinical care process is made up of a 

series of linked clinical processes  
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The triple aim 



“if you can’t describe what you are doing as a process, 

you don’t know what you’re doing” 



I love 

Lucy video 
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An appreciation 

of a system 

Understanding 

      of variation 

Human 

behaviours 
Theory 

of knowledge 

interdependent components that 

work together to try to accomplish 

the aim of the system 

Common cause variations 

and special cause variations 

what motivates people 

 to do a good job 

What theories drive the system? 

 Can we predict? 
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A simple guide to improving services 

NHS Improvement 
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Appreciation for a System 
•  Interdependence, dynamism of the parts 

•  The world is not deterministic 

•  Direct, indirect and interactive variables 

•  The system must have an aim 

•  The whole is greater than sum of the parts  

Understanding Variation 
•  Variation is to be expected! 

•  Common or special causes of variation 

•  Data for judgment or improvement? 

•  Ranking, tampering & performance management 

•  Potential sampling errors 

Theory of Knowledge 

• What theories drive 

the system? 
• Can we predict? 

• Learning from theory and 

experience 

• Operational definitions 

(what does a concept 

mean?)  

• PDSAs for learning and 

improvement 

Human Behavior 
•  Interaction between people 

• Intrinsic versus extrinsic 

motivation 

•  Beliefs, values & assumptions  

•  What is the Will to change? 

What insights might be obtained by looking 

through the Lens of Profound Knowledge? 
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•  Interaction between people 

• Intrinsic versus extrinsic 

motivation 

•  Beliefs, values & assumptions  

•  What is the Will to change? 

What insights might be obtained by looking 

through the Lens of Profound Knowledge? 

Is there a common goal or purpose? 
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“a system cannot understand itself. 

 The transformation requires a 

    view from outside” 


