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Systems Thinking Course Aims at
Developing Managerial Competency

The Systems Thinking Competency
Course (STCC) project at the MIT Sloan
School of Management is exploring how
systems thinking can be translated into the
workplace. The research, part of the Sys-
tems Thinking and Organizational Learn-
ing Research Program, has two main objec-
tives: to design a course that will teach a
variety of systems thinking skills and to
evaluate its effectiveness for integrating
systems thinking into corporate decision-
making. The STCC project represents a
collaborative research effort between aca-
demia and corporations by bringing together
- both MIT researchers and corporate spon-
sors to define the project’s scope and con-
tent.

According to project manager Janet
Gould, the research will address three basic
questions:

» What does it mean to be competent in
systems thinking?

» What skills must people acquire in
order to become competent in systems
thinking?

» What additional skills are necessary to
become an active facilitator of systems
thinking within an organization?
Much of the initial work in the project

has been devoted to defining what should
be included in a list of systems thinking
competencies. The diagram at the right
shows a proposed framework for address-
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experience, explains Tom
Grimes of Hanover Insurance
Company, a sponsoring com-
pany, might help participants
retain the lessons from the
course. “We have such a capacity to think
linearly in our lives,” he explains, “that it’s
going to take a major learning experience to
turn it around.”

Another possible format would be to
have three days of instruction followed by
“refresher courses” held every few months.
In between, participants would keep logs
describing how systems thinking is affect-
ing their work. The iterative process could
continue for a year or more, notes Gould.

Regardless of its final format, an es-
sential element of the course will be team
learning. Groups of people from the same
division of a company will be encouraged
to go through the course together and to
continue using the skills they have learned
back in the workplace. Explains Gould,
“We think the learning might last longer
with this method, because the participants
would be working with a group of people
with whom they can continue talking about
systems thinking, rather than being iso-
lated.”

Initially, the content of the course will
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A proposed framework for defining different levels of systems
thinking competencies. Across the top are the increasing levels
of skill development along which a person would progress.
Listed down the side are the corresponding skill areas or view-
points that might be taught in a course.

be modeled after two courses already avail-
able—the MIT Summer Session, a week-
long introduction to systems thinking, and a
five-day course designed by consultant
David Kreutzer for his clients. Both courses
teach participants simple feedback loops

...an essential element of the
course will be team learning.

and how to build simple computer models
of complex systems. A limitation of both
course designs, however, is that the skills
covered do not fully address all the cells of
the research matrix.

Grimes hopes to address four main
objectives with the course:

1) To raise awareness of the limits and
some of the potential dangers of linear
thinking.

2) To use systems thinking as a way of
identifying the assumptions we make
underlying our decisions.

Continued on page 8
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STCC Emphasizes
Implementation

Continued from page 1

3) To develop a common language for
talking about systemic issues.

4) To critique and expand our view of
reality without getting into issues of
personality or emotionality.

A prototype course should be ready in
afew months. Atthat point, the researchers
will begin to implement it in four or five
participating companies. But Gould em-

phasizes that the course design is only part
of the research project. “We also need to
know from a research standpoint whether
this course is going to do anything for a
company. Arepeopleactually learning what
we’re expecting?”

In order to evaluate the course, partici-
pants will answer questionnaires that test
how well they have assimilated key con-
cepts. Not only will their answers help the
researchers gauge the success of the course,
but Gould notes that the participants will
also be able to track their own progress.

Internal facilitators will also play a
crucial role in implementing systems think-
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Calendar

« April 18-20. Leadership and Mas-
tery, Wellesley, MA. This three-day work-
shop offers executives, senior managers
and middle managers insights into how
people and organizations can be led and
structured for inspired performance. Con-
tact: Stephanie Ryan, Innovation Associ-
ates—(508) 879-8301.

» May 21. A Systems Thinking Ap-
proach to Corporate Strategy Develop-
ment, Cambridge, MA. Models of com-
petitive dynamics, know-how development,
conversion to new production technolo-
gies, and learning curve pricing will be used
to illustrate the scenario-planning style of
using simulations. Contact: Gould-Kreutzer
Associates—(617) 497-2926.

» May 22. Introduction to Simulation
Gaming Using MicroWorlds™, Cambr-
idge, MA. This course teaches managers
how to design “management flight simula-
tors” from STELLA™ using the software
MicroWorlds Creator™. Contact: Gould-
Kreutzer Associates—(617) 497-2926.

= May 23-25. Leadership and Mastery,
Santa Cruz, CA. Co-sponsored by The
Healthcare Forum and Innovation Associ-
ates. Contact: Laura Woodburn, The
Healthcare Forum—(415) 421-8810.

« May 23-25. Leadership and Mastery,
Toronto, Canada.

e June 11-13. MIT Summer Session,
Cambridge, MA. The course covers prin-
ciples of systems and the use of feedback,
and introduces STELLA and other state-of-
the-art software tools for managerial appli-
cationof systems thinking. Contact: Angela
Lipinski, MIT System Dynamics Group—
(617) 253-1549.

« June 13-15. Leadership and Mastery,
Wellesley, MA.

e June 26-28. Business Thinking: A
Systems Perspective, San Diego, CA. A
two-and-a-half day working session which
teaches managers how to apply systems
thinking to their own work issues. No prior
understanding of systems thinking is re-
quired. Contact: Stephanie Ryan, /nnova-
tion Associates—(508) 879-8301.

» July 10-13. International System
Dynamics Conference, Boston, MA. The
conference will bring together practitioners
of system dynamics from business, govern-
ment and academic organizations around
the world to exchange ideas about theory,
methods, and applications. Topics to be
covered include: corporate applications,
public policy, economic planning and fore-
casting, software tools, simulation gaming,
training and leaming environments, and
teaching tools and methods. Contact: Maria
Tudico—(518) 426-7412.

» July 16. Introduction to Simulation
Gaming Using MicroWorlds™ , Cambr-
idge, MA.

Announcements

« “Rethinking Healthcare Delivery, Sys-
tem Dynamics: Computer Modeling in
Healthcare,” aproject funded by atwo-year
grant from 3M will introduce healthcare
leaders to systemic principles and com-
puter-based support tools. The project will
support the use of systems thinking in hos-
pitals to improve decision-making skills
and achieve rapid organizational change.
Contact: The Healthcare Forum Founda-
tion Leadership Center —(415) 421-8810.
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ing ina company. “Essentially you need to
build up internal expertise in systems think-
ing,” explains Dan Simpson, Director of
Planning at The Clorox Company. “With-
out that internal expertise, it’s unlikely any
new thinking mentality will infiltrate the
organization very well.” Simpson adds that
a separate, more intensive course may be
necessary to train the facilitators who will
continue the systems thinking learning
process inside their companies. “These
people will continually make the transla-
tion from what is an academic field of study
into operational action inside an organiza-
tion.”

Despite the questions on how well the
course might implement systems thinking
in companies, there is no doubt among the
course planners that systems thinking is a
valuable tool for organizations. As Simpson
describes it, “Systems thinking helps prac-
ticing managers begin to think through the
‘ripple effects’ of their decisions. It’s often
not clear when you make a decision as a
practicing manager in one area that there
are interactions with other areas, intended
or not. Systems thinking offers a way to
control—or at least consciously manage—
the ripple effect, as opposed to just letting
things happen.” ¥

For more information about the Systems
Thinking Competency Course Project, contact
Janet Gould, project manager, System Dynam-
ics Group, E40-290, MIT Sloan School of Man-
agement, Cambridge, MA 02139. Phone: (617)
253-1955.

Systems
Sleuth...
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Health Plan's premium dollars in order to
provide better services and receive higher
incomes. Their policy is balanced by the
Health Plan’s responsibility for marketinga
competitive product and for allocating
limited premium dollars. Both sectors work
to maximize their self-interests, but at the
same time they depend on each other for
survival of the entire organization. O

Further reading: Milton Terris, “Lessons
from Canada’s Health Program,” Technology
Review, February/March 1990.

For more information about the Kaiser
Health System, read Stephen E. Foreman and
Robert D. Roberts’ article “Beyond
Competition,” The Healthcare Forum Journal
November/December 1989.
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