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Week 9 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Deciphering the Plots of Systems Stories 

 

The gist of this chapter is that an insightful person can measure and observe the outcomes of a 

policy and gain sights into the underlying dynamics. Change over time is evident in the 

measurements of variables over time. What measurements are increasing over time? Which are 

decreasing? Are the changes in measurements of variables increasing or decreasing smoothly 

(suggesting the presence of reinforcing loops) or stair-stepped over time (suggesting balancing 

loops)? Do things appear to settle down in time, or continue to change? Are there things in the 

environment of the system being observed that may explain what is happening, apart from the 

effects of the policy decision?  

 

I believe the point is that an experienced policy analyst should be able to decipher the overall 

story and the back-stories within it. Like a detective he or she should be able to figure out, "who 

done it." Did the policy intervention(s) address the social problem in the way intended by the 

policy makers? Did the policy intervention(s) have not effect on the problem? Did the 

interventions make the policy worse? Did other factors in a larger environment effect the 

outcomes? As Yogi Barra said, "You can observe a lot just by watching." But his assumes a 

well-trained eye and an analytical mind. It assumes a mind that sees the entire system (the 

essence of the complete "elephant,) and a mind that can see how the parts work together. 

Systems thinking includes both synthesis (see the whole) and analysis (seeing the parts).  

 

Ideally, political minds work this way. Ideally, the average elected leader (and the average public 

administrator) is a systems thinker. Well, many politicians and many administrators are not 

systems thinkers. And most average citizens are not systems thinkers. We want to believe that 

our social problems can be fixed quickly. Candidates win elections based on polling data, 

marketing and a slogan. Candidates who treat citizens as if they were systems thinkers almost 

always lose elections.  

 

But this is an introductory course and that is another story. Questions regarding the practical and 

cognitive limitations of democracy in the modern world are beyond the scope of this course. 

Suffice it to say that politics is about money and power and not primarily about reason. Systems 

thinking is an advanced form of reason. 

 

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 - Chapter 4 

 



MEDIA LINKS 

 

The Water of Aylle 

http://vimeo.com/6281949 

 

Fixes that fail (Wikipedia.org) 

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

 

The Limits to Growth 

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

 

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. 

 

 


