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Gems from The Fifth Discipline (Systems Thinking)

By Peter Senge
(Chapter 1)
· Every level of an organization should feel included and valued.
· Patience is necessary for allowing any organization (organism) to grow.
· This is how firms will be able to truly maximize available synergies.



· The global community is becoming a learning community.
· Life within an organization must be more consistent with higher needs, beyond food and shelter. Hanging financial pressures over
people’s heads weakens them.

· Real teams are a miracle…trusting, inclusive, and balanced. Every team member can contribute a part to the entire system…(systems thinking).

· One can only understand a system by contemplating the whole.

· Businesses (as well as human consciousness) are systems bound only by unrecognized barriers that are part of an ongoing interdependency within system component relationships.

· When we proactively/continuously inquire into the cause/effect relationships….we make progress in understanding how the system lives…and what parts are creating the most leverage for change.

· Learning organizations are dependent upon how well participants can maintain ongoing intrinsic growth and reinforce/update enlightened cognitive leaps…the organization should develop a transparent commitment to encouraging a thirst for learning…and establishing platforms to strengthen learning foundations…or… what has been learned will fade away with the day to day routines….every day is a gift and part of the aggregate process…everyday is important.
· “Personal mastery” occurs when one lives by developing daily creative horizons (or creative tension-as Senge describes), that are the spark to the creation of vision manifestation.
· A reciprocal arrangement must exist between employees and the organization, for a long run synergistic relationship to exist.
· We must examine what elements in life really matter to us, in order to establish new “Mental Models” (mental images, assumptions or perceptions) to draw energy from in the day to day….often times we must assign new value to what were previously less important…and de-emphasize other barriers causing unhealthy habitual thought patterns…new mental models should re-invigorate our thoughts…
Positive thoughts…..

· Many incredible insights are un-realized because of ingrained mental models that are perpetuated by the lazy habits of human thought…often the most familiar human continuum…we must accept that embracing continuous learning and philosophical updating is necessary to live in a healthy environment….
· We should learn to challenge any negative perceptions with hopeful new mental models supported by balanced inquiry and advocacy…conversations should be a learning experience for everyone….

· You can take a horse to water, but you can’t make them drink….by encouraging interest, people will WANT to learn and practice stronger mental models.

· Genuine commitment involves sharing planned pictures of the future.  Gathering around a common goal creates a common identity.
· When teams are learning, more productivity can occur. We must understand the difference between dialogue and discussion. Dialogue is a convergence, and discussion has roots similar to words such as percussion and concussion (a back-and-forth win lose relationship).

· A team that has discipline will value theories and techniques that help bring order and progress to the system.

· Management should encourage employees to become lifelong learners.  Learning is never about only achieving through a final arrival...  It's an ongoing process.

· People must learn patience, because we often tend to lose our peace when we want things. Too many philosophers, the more we know, and strive to continuously learn, the less we need. After lower-level needs such as food and shelter are satisfied, humans tend to use the ego, which becomes a reference point for enlightened departures. If we accept that the ego is a potential barrier outside of our fundamental needs, we can then examine which areas of the system contribute to growth and health.

· Just as we should establish conditions for dialogue and discussion, the organization should establish guidelines for continuous learning.  Good examples could be professional development assignments, or articles to read.
· Systems thinking is important, because viewing the entity as a whole sparks motivation to understand how components interrelate.

· Establishing new mental models includes defining the purpose (which is abstract) and vision (which is concrete).
· We should be proactive instead of reactive…often times apparent proactivity can be disguised as reactivity…Who is in control? and is the team empowered…?

· Learning is not just taking in information…mental shifts need to occur in order for us to remember what leap was made. The Greeks called this Metanoia…a shift of the mind…
· We are connected to the system, and we also effect the system…every bit counts…just like a child sharing with another…later on...the child may share with someone else…

· Through learning we can “re-perceive” he world and develop more positive mental models to help us stay positive throughout the day…Remember that maintaining mental shifts requires our assessments of what distorts healthier perceptions…

The t.v. for example…if a person makes a cognitive leap (mental shift) then bludgeons themselves with negative/critical news…then any positive/enlightened perceptions will be challenged…

· Learning organizations are continuously expanding the capacity to create. Remember, true learning involves mental shifts.

· Organizational problems are often non-obvious.  Discovering the underlying causes of problems (root causes-Six Sigma) requires an understanding of the interdependencies within the system.  Every department communicates within the whole in very different ways, therefore, we must strive to understand how the pieces fit together to create the entity.
· Often the best learning organizations have embraced a fresh decentralized non-hierarchal (less command and control) structure. This leads to greater cross-functionality and transparency.
(Chapter 2-4 gems)

· When teams discover the roots of the barriers, care must be taken to ensure that blame is not irrationally placed…this can lead to worsened interrelationships within the organization…and new threats to learning capabilities…Anger and frustration is death to happiness, and intrinsic growth. Try to reframe problems as opportunities, and explain the system barriers as a group challenge… this approach can lead to a more consensus based thinking…and strengthen attempts to create new mental shifts.
· Don’t get caught into using only events to explain long term patterns. What are the causes behind the patterns? What kind of value is being assigned and where? Are expectations realistic considering the future, based on the past?
· Organizations and societies develop over a long period of time, so we must remember that everything we do has an effect on the system. 

· Flexibility, focus, and value employee family relationships. The human element must always exist or the system becomes to efficiency focused…strategy and efficiency must always be balanced…Trade offs always exist ex: cost/benefit analysis.

· Single frequency thinking is common in traditional hierarchal organizational structures, because this kind of leadership generally creates pressure to provide solutions that please the owners…

This condition is better dealt with by encouraging inter-departmental transparency, and multi-level empowerment……

Such a construct should be built into the system, because one time explanations will fade from employee memories…

Assess and re-assess……we’re human…love the organization and nurture it everyday….

· Leaders often cannot experience the results of their own policies…

Problems actually roots themselves in the interactions that occur, and if policies do not guard against the reality of erosion…the life cycles of daily routines will create potentially destructive inertia…this is why we must view an organization as a collective of equally important parts that co-exist as a result of balanced/multi-level input…

· When a leader is expected to report on how challenges have occurred, the (hopefully a believer in continuous improvement and consumer value) person should look into the underlying structures that shape human behavior…as opposed to the common blame game that is found in traditional business structures…By addressing the system, we in a sense rise above the negativity inherent in dealing with personalities and create a  community perspective hopefully willing to generate sustainable proactivity and long term horizons…
· Systems’ thinking involves a “systemic structure” mental model that understands the key interrelationships that influence behavior over time….these are interrelationships between variables effecting the organization…anything can be a variable…strategic choices, resource allocation, delegation of duties….etc….

· People are actually part of the structure and we have difficulty understanding how our behavior affects others….
· Do not get caught into describing problems in “event thinking” terms….this is how not to address underlying causes of root problems…Structural explanations can explain which interrelationships need attention and how to create sustainable solutions….a systemic view has nothing to do with drama or criticism…only peaceful, reasonable insight as to where company resources should be directed for optimization purposes……or which areas are non-value added or distracting to the overall structure…..
· Here is an analogy for honest problem solving (remember…we are trying to re-frame problems as opportunities…)

When removing a bump from a carpet, we have to lift the carpet or the bump will appear somewhere else….(this is the same as systems thinking)…if we do not solve a problem…who in the system will inherit the problem? We cannot transfer the burden…we must be honest and transparent with what we are doing…because everything we do has an affect…..

· Are we creating long term solutions or short term fixes? Often a leader will throw resources or familiar solutions at problems…Many times a leader in a traditional hierarchal structure will not understand the structural interrelationships and never address the root causes…Strengthening the system involves developing ways to help the organization deal with underlying causes…for the present and implement controls to secure sustainability….

· Be patient, examine all variables possible (departmental, inter-departmental, relational…) The tortoise is slower yet finishes the race…(
· We must understand that causes and effects are not close in time and space…Systems require an overarching inquiry that can establish links between problem causes rooted in remote (far away) areas…links may not be obvious…
· Leverage is applying well focused energy (preferably in small amounts) to optimal areas. High leverage areas are usually non-obvious-A good metaphor for the principal of leverage is the rudder on a ship. The rudder has great impact, and creates a pressure differential in a key location…Human systems function in the same way…in organizations, sometimes the greatest leverage exists in cross-functional communication.
· We must learn to view underlying structures as opposed to familiar reactive approaches (we are usually unaware we are doing this)…

Proactivity and continuous improvement helps us take more control of the system…we must shift from viewing parts to viewing the entire system…we are proactive participants…everyone can help shape the future…
· We must always consider optimal trade off positioning…..Strategy/efficiency and happy employees vs. low cost

· Systems thinking shows us that problems are part of the system, “there is no outside”…all parts fit together as a whole. Perhaps a part is unaware (the person dealing with it that is) of how it interacts with the other…
(Chapter 5 gems)

· Systems thinking involves viewing interrelationships instead of snapshots….the words “whole” and “health” has similar roots.
“The subtle interconnectedness of everything”.

· Life is experienced in cycles…loops…not a straight line…an example is our thought patterns….we have to try to take better control of the cycles of thoughts that occur…this is the same in systems thinking...
· in the day to day…what kind of loops occur that need attention…to transform a “vicious cycle” into a “virtuous cycle”….

· Health in the world will happen when we learn how to view the earth as an entity….
· Why is it that detailed strategies sometimes do not succeed in transforming an organization? (many answers exist-aggregate economic variables-climate change etc…) We must understand the difference between detailed complexity and dynamic complexity (situations where cause and effect are subtle—interrelationships are not obvious)…”…dynamic complexity explains how the same actions can have different effects at different stages…..
· Real leveraging exists in knowing how to deal with dynamic complexity…traditional organizations emphasized detail complexity…we must fight “complexity with complexity”…we must seek out interrelationships and see patterns of change…

· Western languages are linear/subject-verb based and we need to think more in circles…here is the pouring a cup of water example 
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· This cyclical thinking is organized into a group of loops or cause/effect relationships called a “feedback process”….
· Systems thinking involves a reciprocal flow of influence…the axiom (the truth) is that every influence is in both cause and effect…nothing only moves in one direction….

· We can recognize patterns when we notice repetition, because every circle tells a story….Isn’t this fun? Yipeeee!!!! (
· This feedback loop/cycle actually tells a story...if we can bring life to the story...then we can create a mental shift about how to help the system…same thing with our thoughts…when we decide to recognize troubled thoughts patterns…we must try to replace them with more positive thinking buddy……

· We must be careful in how we are making decisions….many people make choices based on ego alone…which creates potentially negative inertia in their lives….we should try not to be “deluded by egoism”..

· Everyone in a system shares a responsibility….everyone has their own input in varied degrees of leverage….remember…we must leverage the optimal areas that are not always obvious….”causality and responsibility”

· In the feedback process, we can either reinforce (amplify) or balance (stabilize) the loop. (pg 79)
· With teams…we must try to spark potential and encourage growth...this is what nurtures an organization…we can reinforce the right behaviors and encourage virtuous cycles….

· We choose every moment to enforce virtuous or vicious cycles….just like having faith of worrying…have faith…reinforce good spirals up…
· Balancing feedback is part of developing goal oriented behavior….(like the body maintaining temperature)—“Homeostasis” In order to maintain a balancing process, we must be aware of explicit (obvious) and implicit goals (ex: 44 hour weeks-when paid for 40)…..Balancing processes exist to help bridge the gap between where we are and where the project is hoped to be…
· In order to create inertia for virtuous cycles, a manager must lead by example. By believing in continuous learning, a leader can help reinforce new healthy mental models and help the staff take more control of downward spiral thought habits to change.
· As a manger attempts to encourage proactive continuous learning, one must discern the source of resistance. This means openly confronting behavior issues anonymously, and to all staff members. This creates a sense of awareness that may illuminate new consciousness when downward spiral behavior occurs…Staff members need to learn that creating virtuous cycles (which helps develop into more friendly workplaces) requires the effort of everyone…By being open about what downward spiral behavior is, and encouraging others to speak on it when it happens, the team can make strong leaps towards more autonomy/unity….Many organizations then take the progress made in one department and share it with others….
· We must realize that change is not immediate, and should learn continued patience…delays between actions and consequences is reality….have faith in the hope bringing principals...and be patiently persistent….slow n’ easy…
· Systems’ thinking is a long term viewpoint that requires effort in healing feedback loops in order to achieve virtuous cycle sustainability.
(Chapter 6)
· Knowing the structures within in a system helps us “free ourselves”…

Certain patterns re-occur that we should be aware of…

· A systems perspective helps us unify an enlightened awareness (pro-active systems thinking) across department. We must move towards a common goal of continuous learning to make progress.

· An archetype is a model of an idea…we must try to learn what kind of archetypes are controlling an organization/office (if any). Regardless, healthy forward moving mental models need to be maintained. ”A spiral of success”…
· Don’t try to rush growth, eliminate the factors limiting the growth…
(limits can occur at all levels)

Dealing with learning plateaus requires a real passion for learning new things, and recognizing the need for rest….

· How is the morale in the organization…Are employees feeling threatened? Or positive about career paths, and the inclusivity experienced?...Hopefully motivated and excited to go into work.. (
· Leverage lies in the balancing loop…we should target resources to create more virtuous cycles by leveraging re-occurring loop components… we must find out the high valued processes and where points of control exist…these points of control can exist at any level….
· Growth continues until limiting factors arise…How can we protect ourselves from limiting factors?...By implementing a structure that supports ongoing assessments….
· We must be careful of shifting the burden structures that may have good intentions, yet tend to erode competencies…
· When we experience a creative gap between our current state and goal, we must be careful not to lower expectations unless an activity has low value…..It’s one way or the other…improvement or ???? (we won’t even mention it…)
· Here are three clues to a “shifting the burden structure”
· 1) a problem gradually worsens over time.

· 2) system health worsens.

· 3) staff feels an overall helplessness.

· Identify problem symptoms (squeaky wheel)-what is causing stress amongst employees. Talk with lower level (front line) employees about what problems are re-occurring. Then develop short term fixes to remedy the situation and bring hope to the staff. This should always consider overall consumer value, and long term horizons. We must understand the circles of causality that surround our daily routine…..
Chapter 7
· Systems thinking is all about knowing how to leverage the right areas. Optimal changes to the structure can lead to sustainable results…and reinforce virtuous cycles. Traditional non-systemic thinking has tendencies to focus on low leverage changes…often as a result of hierarchal pressure…..

· Resource allocation optimization requires cost benefit analysis/value added analysis to identify the best places to target investments….
· We have to be able to maintain a perspective that can distinguish the Forest from the trees…
Chapter 8
· The art of system’s thinking is seeing through the complexity….to the underlying structures that create change…..what are examples of underlying structures?.....1st thing…What is the organizational philosophy and how is this represented by employees in daily activities and cross functional relations…? Are employees motivated? If not…What is the cause for concern? And which departments are good examples to draw from for the rest of the firm?...(without singling any particular person out)…WIN/WIN inertia is what we are trying to create……
· Managers tend to have so much information, yet need to reframe the perspective to motivate and not frighten employees….so often employees hate work because a particular leader complained about financial targets or blamed their own frustrations on others….this is a no no (
· Every day is challenge to not get lost in the trees and the pressure to hurry up….make money and get out of Dodge…or away from the judgments of the work place…..the way this is dealt with is by building proactive practices in the office place….almost like the church tradition of turning to your neighbor and saying…peace be with you….patience…friendship….the workplace can be a good positive environment if we try everyday…..the same goes for all of us at home….we must try to lighten up and create a routine….we have to try….
· An organization can only sustain consumer value if employees are motivated and commited….(At least that is the idea…) some companies exist that frighten employees into increasing consumer value….that’s a no no…..we all live on the same planet here…(
Chapter 9
· “The individuals are the organization”. The active force is people…..People are the drivers of the organization…

· Kyocera’s Inamori believed in the power of the subconscious mind…that organizational models should more reflect the needs set forth in human nature….spiritual fulfillment….purpose….vision…communicating a sacredness in their responsibility….helping people lead enriching lives…..
· To Senge, Personal Mastery describes the discipline used towards personal growth and learning. A learning organization embraces continuous improvement.
· Life includes appreciation of everything from the mundane to the profound…. :) We must continually clarify what is important to us….and also learn to clearly interpret a situation…ex: forest from the trees….
· The juxtaposition of vision (hope for the future) and a clear picture of reality helps us develop an idea of how to bring the two together…we should feel the tendency to seek resolution…this is what Senge calls creative tension…(or creative gaps)…this is how we should live….creating new projects to keep us busy all the time….Remember purpose is abstract and vision is concrete….
· When teams maintain creative tension, everyone always has something to do….the best office teams will motivate each other towards a goal….which avoids the erosion of healthy organizational behavior…we should try to focus on positive activity based communication instead of any stale potentially damaging interrelationships….small talk is often the worst way to communicate in the office….staying focused and discussing only pertinent topics will help mitigate the risks inherent in staff conversations…..
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· People who strive for personal mastery (ability to maintain healthy mental models and creative gaps), never really arrive anywhere…it’s a continuum of cycles…slow n easy….this is what life really is…..

· Many people are able to connect personal happiness with work happiness…..this is a gift….that a person can look forward to and respect the work environment as a place of peace….and hopefully be able to share this with others….. :)
· Organizations should create a covenant with individuals as opposed to “contracts”…people are not numbers….and truly are the drivers of an organization……

· Emotional intelligence is also a part of a learning organization….knowing how to control our emotions…..

· The workplace is best perceived as a sacred/peaceful place that should be kept so by all employees….people development….through the belief in creative gap sustainability supported by sound reasoning and motivated accountable employees…..
· Organizational wide personal mastery contributes to the bottom line more than anyone could ever calculate….Many people who used to have high ideals for humans become cynical when they realize that people have a difficult times maintaining continuous improvement…some make choices to devote as an early riser…in a sense humbling themselves to become a devoted worker and sacred part of an organization…..Senge says that if we scratch the surface of a cynical person, we often find a frustrated idealist…..
· When dealing with resistance, it helps to remember that humans are imperfect (even when they are claiming others are imperfect…blaming…) we must remember to have compassion and share mental models as carefully as we can…many will resist the thought or suggestion of self improvement…when sharing…try to use a positive tone to help another heal and develop stronger/healthier mental models and more virtuous thought cycles…..Also….try to remember that empowering people in un-aligned organizations can be detrimental….so we must try to share positive thoughts that help the commitment to better organizational behavior…without blaming…this can be a very delicate task….regardless….we must try to retain healthy mental models along the way……(
· Learning organizations try to help employees cultivate a discipline of practices and principles toward personal mastery (sustainable creative gaps).

· People are in tune with a task when they are genuinely interested in what they are doing….  (
· Again….purpose is abstract and vision is concrete….vision should have purpose…. (
· Creative gaps are the source of creative energy…having a project gives us a goal…..and thus a gap to close between vision and reality. Being grateful for anything is a reset that we must remember to not lose our peace from varied project choices…. ( We lose our peace when we want things…..so lets be humble and grateful for anything…
· For many people, change only occurs when a threat exists-‘crisis theory of change”….proactive mental models/creative gaps help us develop forward motion and assist us in framing new visions….horizons are different everyday...so lets try to look on the brightside…..and stay commited to our projects that help us generate energy….
· Though often our visions are challenged by feelings of powerlessness and doubt, we must try to “bulldoze through” and develop the willpower and confidence to carry on……”We can do it”…We’re all good……( When we learn to recognize the thoughts that drag us down, we can find new ways to replace old thoughts with new ones and support more virtuous cycles…. ( “Broadening awareness”
· The subconscious deals with complexity easier, so when we commit to re-training our thought cycles…we send a message to the subconscious that “times they are a changing”…..We should hopefully develop a healthy relationship between the our consciousness and the subconscious…….The subconscious will pay attention to what we pay attention to….. (
· Honesty is the best way for us to be because lies cause stress and can build into other things…..so…don’t worry…about a thing…cuz every little thing….is gonna be alright…..hmmm…hmmm….hmm♫♫♫♫♫
· Imagery and visualization helps the unconscious mind-- “mental rehearsal”…ex: through our higher connection (clouds, sea etc.)…everything is gonna be o.k…. (
· Rationalizing and reasoning helps us understand what we have to truly evaluate within our thought cycles…..when we embrace systems thinking…our intuition becomes a miracle force in problem solving….the more we try… the closer we are to achieving happiness…..it’s a continuous process that should be a gift to be a part of…employees that enjoy processes are better workers…..
· Structures affect our ways of thinking and how we discipline ourselves to recognize interrelationships.
· (pg 171) and must learn to understand elements influencing each other and develop a “broader perspective,” cultivating an “environment of personal vision”, and learn to understand the systemic worldview while encouraging others to pursue their quest.  Continuous growth is an ongoing process (philosophy update). (
· We should try not to be bound by previous mental models (we need to nurture and maintain healthier mental models).  Sometimes mental models can reside as an attachment to traditions… We must also remember that chatter is distracting.  
· Let's awaken the truth and identify root causes, while implementing cross functional communication. When we create projects to generate energy (even projects to help interrelationships).  We can link these ideas cross functionally to incorporate information from all levels of the organization.

· (pg 174) Systemic insights should be written into company policies….which will improve internal images....to replace others… (and from appreciative inquiry thinking…Discover, Dream, Design, Deliver). (
· (pg 177) Close knit industries are vulnerable to stifled mental models because of close proximity and competition….as are humans when not continuously improving…(
· (pg 183) Subtle patterns of reasoning exist which underly our behavior…( Deeply entrenched mental models can overwhelm even the most enlightened insights….and sometimes people can be using defensive routines to avoid changing what is familiar…(
· Strong teams learn to understand the difference between inquiry and at the advocacy. When two people are in pure advocacy, results are predetermined. We must have a willingness to expose our limitations and humble strength to be wrong. 
· When we balance inquiry and advocacy.  We allow time to explain the reasoning behind our opinion.  Asking questions is important, and slowing down our thinking to understand reframed mental models.

· (pg 146) Empowering others in unaligned organization could be counterproductive, because the energy is misdirected.  This is why we strive to focus on into relationships based on improved organizational behavior principles.

· (pg 146) By having compassion we help avoid burnout, and allow ourselves to allow others to be how they are. This is important, and frees us up from being too concerned about another’s' behavior. At the same time, we must remember that communication should be minimal in this situation, because we don't want to lose sight of our healthier mental model pursuit.

· (pg 148) When people genuinely care, they are naturally committed.

· (pg 190) everyone should developmental models.  Leaders should allow employees to examine key decision-makers mental models, to avoid less than optimal decisions.  Two people reporting to each other can get into a rut.  This is where reporting that three or four different people on board will help avoid predetermined ends.
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