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SYSTEMS THINKING IS LEADERSHIP
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For leaders in a fast-paced manufacturing envi-
ronment, life can be hectic—even an on-again,

off-again firefight. I know, having been in the busi-
ness for 20 years before jumping out the window to
save myself from the flames. I also know that much
has changed in the business in the two decades since
my leap from printed circuit board (PCB) shop
owner into leadership and systems improvement
consulting. Strange as it may sound, I found show-
ing leaders how to improve their
systems and businesses was
almost as stressful as being
responsible for 250 employees
and always unreasonable and
demanding customers. I found
that you leaders are a hard-nosed
bunch, often quite set in your
ways. Imagine that.

Probably the most challeng-
ing shift for business leaders that
I’ve seen over and again is the buy-in to the fact that
great leadership is, in my humble opinion, always
circumscribed by good systems and growing, happy
employees. The data strongly supports that great
businesses always seem to have these two critical
components. We can even make the case that the
difference between good or mediocre companies
and great companies is that one or both of these
components is missing in the not-so-great compa-
nies.

Why, with all of the data to support the need for
robust systems and employees who love their work,
are there so few great companies? The answer, of

course, is that there are
so few leaders who em-
brace the need to be
systems thinkers or see
their real job as con-
stantly growing their
people. A company is
merely a reflection of
the thinking and beliefs
of top management.
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pany will have systems that are prone to creating
mistakes, inefficiency, and drama. If top manage-
ment doesn’t care about the people, the people will
care little about the company, the customer, and
even each other. Soft costs usually go to the moon
for a company when people dislike their jobs, man-
agement, or each other. Negative energy is just
that—negative—for anyone associated with the
company. Fear may work for a while to motivate

people, but it soon loses steam,
leaving the company worse off
than before.

Often, when confronted with
the concept of systems thinking,
I have seen leaders actually tilt
their heads trying to make sense
of it. This is because systems
thinking is well understood by
only the rarest of leaders. You
see, systems thinking is not

something you do. It’s not process improvement or
Six Sigma or data collection. Systems thinking is
something you become. A systems thinker sees the
world in a more realistic, connected way than a non-
systems thinker. It’s a little like learning a foreign
language. First one translates the foreign language
back into native language to make sense of it. After
expanding one’s ability to make more and more
translations, one day the speaker simply thinks in
the foreign language and is then fluent.

Leaders today need to become fluent in systems
thinking because, in many ways, systems thinking
IS leadership.

David Dibble, a former CEO, is a keynote speaker,
trainer, consultant, systems thinker, and, at some level,
spiritual teacher. He has written four books, including
The New Agreements in the Workplace and The New
Agreements in Healthcare, both of which describe con-
scious leadership in organizations. David’s most current
work is in an area he calls “CTypes of the Mind,” which
describe how human beings think and how that thinking
determines the effectiveness of any leader. His
Conscious Leadership and CTypes Web sites are
www.DavidDibble.com and www.CTypes.com,
respectively.
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