
PADM 5781 

Week 8 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Telling systems stories 

 

Chapters 3 and 4 in the Stroh book go together. In chapter 3 Stroh introduces the elephant story 

and the iceberg metaphor. Chapter 4 is somewhat more technical and gets into what the 

archetypes (patterns) look like in real life. The story reflects reinforcing loops, balancing loops, 

delays and stocks and flows. it is just that simple. Except it is not simple. Because of delays and 

because it takes time for stocks and flows to play out, the problem is ending the telling of the 

story too soon. The story needs time to run its entire course. Some stories may "play out" in 

weeks or months. Other stories of dynamic systems may not play out over thousands of years or 

perhaps even longer. A story may repeat itself (like likely variations) over periods of time. A 

chaotic system may fall into a pattern known as an attractor. Some dynamic systems may appear 

to never stabilize into a pattern "forever." But I am going to far here. Patterns of events in the 

Middle east may continue for many generations because people's identities, values and religious 

belief systems may persist for many generations. But usually the "story" associated with a public 

policy decision plays out in years or perhaps decades.  

 

The point is that if the analysis of the story is concluded too quickly the conclusion may be that 

the policy decision worked, the elected leaders got reelected and then only later (after delays in 

the dynamic system) do the problems return, often worse than before. The textbook cites 

multiple examples of this. It is difficult to learn from events that span many years. If we swat the 

dog for something we remember the dog did last month, the poor dog is going to think, "what in 

the world was that about?" 

 

So, the beginning of the assessment of the outcomes of a policy decision (or the policy itself) can 

begin with an observation of what happened when the policy decision was made and 

implemented. But you need a sense of how long to wait to come to some conclusion about the 

outcome? If the symptoms return, the policy may have failed, even if it appears to work in the 

short-term. Don't celebrate your victories prematurely. Take the long view of the story and what 

it can teach us. 

 

READING ASSIGNMENT 

 

If you have the textbooks, please read the first chapter of each textbook. If not, please get the 

textbooks by next week. 

 

Social Problems: Continuity and Change - Chapter  

Systems Thinking for Social Change - Chapters 3 and 4 

 

MEDIA LINKS 

 

A Group Process for Systems Thinking by Karash and Proyn 



https://thesystemsthinker.com/a-group-process-for-systems-thinking/ 

 

 

Northwest Earth Institute. A systems thinking model: The Iceberg. Northwest Earth Institute. 

2018. https://www.nwei.org/assets/A-SYSTEMS-THINKING-MODEL-The-Iceberg.pdf 

 

Causal loop diagram (Wikipedia.org) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Causal_loop_diagram 

 

ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Please read the textbook assignments above, and the media links above. 

Please refer to the SCHEDULE document for this course; and to the SYLLABUS for 

assignments. Assignments are due in GaVIEW by Sunday ending this week. 

 

 

https://thesystemsthinker.com/a-group-process-for-systems-thinking/

